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Abstract
The purpose of this thesis is to collect a formalized history of Nashville Children’s Theatre (or
NCT), a nonprofit arts organization, between the years of 1977 and 2019. Previous theses by
students at other universities have recorded NCT’s history prior to 1977, but much of the
company’s evolution during the time since has only been kept via a loose oral tradition amongst
employees, an oral tradition that becomes increasingly distorted and destroyed as staff
members and volunteers come and go from the organization or pass-away. This thesis project
collected memories from 18 individuals who worked for, volunteered with, performed at, or
otherwise came into contact with Nashville Children’s Theatre during the above-stated years;
interviews were conducted to collect stories and to probe matters of the theatre’s history which
have become unclear over time. Questions included how the participants first encountered
NCT, what their favorite memories of the organization are, why they left the organization (when
applicable), and several other topics specific to their role and their period of interaction. This
thesis also sorted through long-neglected archival materials of the organization, attempting to
both organize them and synthesize their information into the narrative formed by interviews.
The narrative covers how NCT went from a volunteer-led, largely-amateur theatre in the 1970s
to a completely professional organization in present day through evolution of its management
and volunteer structures; strategic planning for growth of its programs, staff, and facility; and
facing organizational threats with creative solutions.
Keywords: Nonprofit, theatre, volunteer, leadership, management structure, strategic
planning, Nashville, governance, organizational growth
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Founded in 1931, Nashville Children’s Theatre (or NCT) is the city’s oldest existing
performing arts organization. Rapidly approaching its 90th anniversary, NCT has experienced an
enormous amount of change over its organizational lifespan thus far, developing from a
community-led volunteer project into an iconic, renowned professional theatre with an
international reputation for quality entertainment, arts, and education. Currently, an average
audience of over 80,000 children and adults attend Nashville Children’s Theatre productions
annually, and it is regularly recognized by the Nashville Business Journal as one of the mostattended local performing arts organizations in Davidson County (Smith, 2014, 2015, 2016,
2017, 2018).
As an arts organization spanning nearly nine decades, NCT has amassed an eventful and
storied history involving countless artists, professional support staff, dedicated volunteers, and
patrons whose lives have been impacted by the company’s performances. However, despite
this colorful past, a significant portion of NCT’s story remains relatively undocumented. Over
the years, a form of corporate folklore and oral tradition has instead developed to serve as a
primary means of maintaining the company’s history, with each successive generation of artists
and staff passing along their knowledge to the next. In a corporate context, such storytelling
can be exceptionally useful. While discussing the importance of symbolism within organizations,
Bolman and Deal (2008) note “Effective organizations are full of good stories.... Stories are a key
medium for communicating corporate myths. They establish and perpetuate tradition”; the
same authors further note “In high-performing organizations and groups, stories keep traditions
alive and provide examples to guide everyday behavior” (pp. 260–261, 284).
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However, such an oral tradition also brings with it a variety of inherent pitfalls as well.
Over time, stories may become distorted through the course of retelling, or may simply fade
into obscurity and be forgotten entirely. This danger was cast into sharp relief in 2014 and 2016
when two long-time fixtures of the NCT community, Ann Stahlman Hill and Scot Copeland,
passed away within a year-and-a-half of one another; between them, nearly 70 years’ worth of
NCT memories, expert knowledge, and lore were lost forever with their deaths. Other
organizational stalwarts and keepers of company mythology have similarly passed away or left
the company in recent years: Lorna Turner (32 years on staff) retired in 2013, David Compton
(frequent company actor for 30 years) passed away following an illness in 2016, and long-time
Company Stage Manager Dan Brewer completed his 35th and final season with NCT in late-2019.
In order to prevent any more of the company’s history from being lost to the ravages of
time, this thesis project proposed to conduct a journalistic study of the recent history of
Nashville Children’s Theatre in order to document primary sources of corporate identity and
culture. By compiling a form of oral history from selected surviving participants in the life of the
company, the intention has been to create a lasting historical document which both NCT and the
Nashville arts community at-large can reference in the future.
Review of the literature
Much of the literature regarding Nashville Children’s Theatre comes either from press
coverage in local periodicals or from NCT’s own promotional materials; the bulk of these
describe only performances and tell little of the organization itself. However, three important
documents do exist which serve the important role of preserving more in-depth portions of the
company’s distant past. The earliest years of the organization were initially chronicled in 1954
by Jean Dodd, a volunteer who spent several years working intensively with the theatre, when

3
she created an unpublished manuscript detailing the company’s history via her own experiences
and the memories of her Junior League & NCT associates. In 1968, University of Georgia student
Betsy Allen Manley incorporated Dodd’s work into her graduate thesis entitled “A History of the
Nashville Children’s Theatre, 1931-1967.” In addition to drawing from the Dodd manuscript,
Manley conducted interviews with several of the company’s founding volunteers and thencurrent leaders. The Manley thesis describes NCT’s evolution from a solely volunteer project,
spawned by Nashville’s chapter of the Junior League and utilizing another troupe’s stage, into its
then-current state as a self-sustaining, non-profit amateur theatre organization with a full-time
Artistic Director and the first children’s theatre in the nation to have its own venue built
specifically for that purpose with municipal funds. This document preserves several otherwiselost details about basic NCT operations and procedures circa 1967, rare anecdotes regarding the
struggle to get the NCT facility built, and the use of NCT’s original mascot (Trouper the Clown) in
promotional activities. The timing of this document’s creation was coincidentally concurrent
with the departure of the organization’s first Artistic Director, Charles Doughty.
In 1977, Louisiana State University graduate student Frances Daniel similarly wrote her
own thesis entitled “The History of the Nashville Children’s Theatre, 1968-1976.” For her work,
Daniel similarly conducted extensive interviews with several longtime NCT volunteers, Board
members, artists, and supporters; additionally, the author drew from Dodd’s and Manley’s
writings to provide a synopsis of the organization’s history prior to 1968, as well as brief
overviews of both the history of Nashville and the development of children’s theatre in America.
This second thesis specifically focused on the tenures of the organization’s second and third
Artistic Directors, John Murrey and Dr. Tom Kartak (respectively), and how their tenures further
developed NCT’s overall operations.
Both Manley’s and Daniel’s work had been long-since forgotten by any current staff or
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artists at Nashville Children’s Theatre prior to being rediscovered during preliminary research
for this project; while the organization does not possess physical copies of either thesis,
digitally-scanned versions have now been created (and uploaded to the NCT computer server)
using copies obtained from the University of Georgia Library and the Tennessee State Archives.
To the extent that anyone is aware, nobody has attempted another formal narrative of NCT’s
progress since 1976, leaving over 43 years unchronicled during which the company has grown
exponentially and undergone several major changes in leadership, organizational structure,
approach to its mission, public perception, and even a temporary name change.
Methodology
Voluntary interviews were conducted with an assortment of individuals who
participated in, or were witnesses to, the activities of Nashville Children’s Theatre between the
late-1970s and present day. In accordance with best practices as outlined by the Oral History
Association (cited in Ritchie, 2015), interviews were recorded digitally and deeded to the
interviewer for the purpose of use in this thesis and future research, with the intent being for
the interviewer to deed them in turn to the theatre eventually.
Interviews and existing literature have been synthesized into a narrative that will
hopefully illuminate a highly tumultuous period in the organization’s lifespan during which
change came to nearly every part and process of the organization. Though the primary focus of
this project has been to chronicle NCT’s history between 1977 and 2019, the body of the work
begins with a condensed history of the company’s first 45 years prior to that time. The
information in the initial overview of the years 1931 through 1976 is not intended to serve as a
thorough or comprehensive history of NCT during that period, but rather to highlight important
events, individuals, and circumstances which provide necessary context to better understand
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that which came later. For a more thorough history of NCT’s early years, I highly recommend
studying the existing theses by Manley and Daniel as referenced above.
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Chapter 2
Findings Regarding the Organization’s History
NCT: 1931-1976
Junior League Projects
In 1922, the Nashville chapter of the Junior League (JLN) was founded as a way to
promote leadership amongst local women through committed volunteerism; today, the
organization has grown into the 15th-largest Junior League chapter amongst nearly 300 chapters
worldwide. JLN’s first permanent community undertaking was to create the Junior League
Hospital for Crippled Children in 1923, an organization which nearly 50 years later would
become part of the foundation for Vanderbilt University’s then-new Children’s Hospital (Junior
League of Nashville, n.d.). Encouraged by the success of their children’s home, JLN members set
their sights toward another community benefit project.
Throughout the 1920s, Junior League chapters across America began to pursue and
promote theatre for youth as a significant part of their efforts; the Association of Junior Leagues
of America (AJLA) eventually designated an entire internal division dedicated to this effort, with
as many as 50 U.S. local chapters hosting or sponsoring their own children’s theatre by 1928
(Davis, 1960, cited in Manley, 1968). In keeping with this national trend, JLN’s Arts and Interests
Department began plans in 1931 to produce theatre for their own local children under the
leadership of member Mrs. J.C. Bradford II. Their inaugural production, Aladdin and the
Wonderful Lamp, was given two public matinee performances (and one invitation-only evening
performance) on December 11 and 12 at a movie-house and performance venue known as the
Little Theatre. The Little Theatre’s own director, Julian Rochelle, served as the show’s director,
but all performing roles and technical work were handled by the ladies of JLN (Whiteman, 1931).
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In addition to these three performances, youth from the Junior League’s children’s
home and other area children’s institutions were invited to attend a dress rehearsal (Whiteman,
1931), a tradition which would continue for several decades (Daniel, 1977). At the time,
Bradford noted “We hope that Aladdin will be the first in a series of worthwhile children’s plays
sponsored by the League” (Whiteman, 1931, p. 2), and such was indeed the case. The following
spring of 1932 saw the Junior League Children’s Theatre performing Alice in Wonderland in an
even more successful production. Early NCT historian and volunteer Jean Dodd noted that local
artists took great pains to create masks for the show which were exact recreations of the book’s
original illustrations by John Tenniel, and that later renting these masks to other children’s
theatres across the country produced even more revenue than ticket sales to the production
itself (Dodd, 1954).
Early Seasons of the Junior League Children’s Theatre
So began the earliest iteration of what would eventually become the Nashville
Children’s Theatre. Over the course of its first five seasons, the Junior League Children’s Theatre
performed 10 plays as well as sponsoring two Marionette shows and a movie program at the
Little Theatre (which was reorganized and rebranded in 1933 as the Community Playhouse) and
a handful of other venues such as the Belmont and the Orpheum Theaters. Additionally, the
Children’s Theatre presented a pair of “Dance Playlets” which had been choreographed by an
area dance instructor. For shows performed by the Junior League, all production work was
accomplished voluntarily by JLN members including acting, designing, construction, stage
management, ticket sales, and publicity; the only exception to this rule was that the director
was always a professional (often the current director of the Little Theatre/Community
Playhouse) to ensure a professional-quality performance (Dodd, 1954; Manley, 1967).
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Though the quality of the volunteers’ work was considered exceptional, it did not come
without difficulty. Union stagehands protested that they were not hired to work Children’s
Theatre shows, ultimately settling on a compromise that one Union worker would be paid
simply to be present during each performance whilst the JLN volunteers continued to do all the
work themselves. Additionally, because the Little Theatre continued to show films until its
eventual transformation into the Community Playhouse, early volunteers were obligated to do
all set construction and rehearsals overnight or in the mornings to avoid conflicting with movie
screenings (Dodd, 1954). In 1933, the new leadership of the Community Playhouse reached a
formal agreement with the Children’s Theatre to share not only their facilities but also their
director and technical director (Manley, 1968), though performances were still held at other
venues for a few early years when scheduling issues demanded it.
An Independent and Formal Organization
Soon, the Children’s Theatre began to assume control of itself rather than continue as
an ongoing subsidiary function of the Junior League. This move was in keeping with the actions
of fellow chapters across the nation; the typical progression for Junior League theatres was to
be supported by the founding local chapter until the theatres were capable of taking care of
themselves (Manley, 1968). Children’s Theatre volunteers, with the assistance of lawyer John
Barksdale, took ownership of their fledgling theatre program by creating organizational bylaws;
a Board of Directors and Officers were elected from amongst the volunteer base, an advisory
council composed of prominent community leaders was assembled, a volunteer membership
hierarchy was formed, and the name was officially changed from “Junior League Children’s
Theatre” to “Nashville Children’s Theatre” in 1936 (Manley, 1968, pp. 22–23). Though the
organization’s full-standing as an incorporated entity wholly separate from JLN would not be
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legally finalized until the early 1940s, nor would official 501(c)3 status be obtained until the
early 1950s, many recognize 1936 as the beginning of NCT as its own, full-fledged organization.
An important element of the theatre’s initial success was the rigid hierarchy of
responsibility promoted amongst volunteer “members.” The First and Second Vice-Presidents
of NCT were responsible for publicity and production of the shows, respectively, each leading a
team of dedicated committee members in either selling tickets and promoting upcoming
performances or designing and building sets, props, and costumes. Volunteer Members paid
annual dues and were required to participate in the work of the theatre in order to advance
from Junior Member to Active Member status, after which point they were granted the right to
vote on NCT business decisions at quarterly membership meetings. This corps of dedicated NCT
volunteers regularly numbered 150, many of whom were also JLN members, though
membership with either organization did not require membership in the other. Indeed, one
duty of the Volunteer Coordinator was to report to JLN on the number of service hours
performed with the theatre by JLN volunteers who were not dues-paying NCT Members so that
these hours could count toward their annual Junior League quota.
Outreach to Nashville Schools
One of the earliest hurdles to the company’s success was that of finding ways to sell
tickets to area children. While NCT’s founders were quick to point-out that the theatre was not
a money-making venture and was created solely to be a benefit to the community’s children, it
was also a point of pride that the troupe was the first Children’s Theatre to completely support
itself through ticket sale proceeds (“Buffalo Bill,” 1954; Morrow, 1974). Unfortunately, ticket
sales in the earliest years were limited mostly to children in families that the JLN volunteers
knew personally, thus limiting the group’s reach. This was due to marketing efforts being
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hampered by a Tennessee state law (implemented in 1902) which prohibited direct sales to
children during school, effectively blocking NCT volunteers from reaching their prime audience
when and where they were concentrated together for maximum impact. In 1937, this barrier
was removed when theatre advocates gained the support of Dr. Prentice Pugh, Recreation
Chairman of Nashville City Schools, convincing him of the benefits that theatre offered to
students. Pugh took NCT’s case to the state and reinterpreted the law, thereby allowing NCT to
become the first (and for a long time, the only) organization granted an exemption and allowed
to market ticket sales directly to students in their classrooms during school hours (Dodd, 1954).
With their path cleared to sell tickets to more children, attendance dramatically
increased and Nashville Children’s Theatre quickly found itself becoming a significant producing
organization in the local arts scene. Along with growing attendance came heightened interest in
becoming part of the show. Though all performers in the early years had been chosen from
within the company’s adult volunteers, 1937 saw the beginning of a new dynamic in which
youth were allowed and even encouraged to audition for NCT shows alongside the grown-ups
(men had only been allowed to audition starting the previous year) (Dodd, 1954).
The NCT Ice Cream Carnival
Another notable development of NCT’s newfound popularity took the form of both a
problem and its own solution. As audiences increased, so did the incidents of young attendees
using their playbills to make paper airplanes and other such projectiles, launching them at the
stage mid-performance. Seeking an innovative way to curtail this disruption, leaders of the
Children’s Theatre collaborated with William J. Hager, owner of Nashville’s Union Ice Cream, to
create an incentive against losing (or launching) programs. Beginning with the 1938/1939
season, audience members were informed that each program counted as partial price-of-
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admission to a grand carnival which would be held the following spring; to attend the carnival,
which would include games and free ice cream from Union, children would need to present one
playbill from each show of that season (or pay a nickel for each missing playbill). The novel
gambit was an enormous success; giving tangible value to the programs immediately solved the
issue of projectiles in the auditorium, and the NCT Ice Cream Carnival became a beloved
Nashville tradition for decades to come (Dodd, 1954).
Development of the Seasons and Early Educational Programming
Emboldened by their increasing popularity and the heightened demand for shows, NCT
expanded their schedule to include four shows annually during the 1937/1938 season (it had
increased from two shows to three only the previous year). In addition to their own four shows,
the company both diversified their content and further increased their cultural impact by
sponsoring presentations of other performance groups. Throughout the late-1930s and 1940s,
Nashville-area children were treated to special, NCT-supported performances such as Junior
Programs’ touring Russian opera for youth, The Bumble Bee Prince (1941), and multiple ballet
productions by the famous Edwin Strawbridge Company including Pinocchio (1940), Christopher
Columbus (1946), Simple Simon/An Arabian Night (1948), and Puss in Boots (1950). Just as
frequently, the Children’s Theatre would arrange marionette shows by touring puppet
companies, such as Bushe’s Puppets (1936) and Lesselli Marionettes (1941), along with local
puppeteers including Mamie Bradley (1936) and Tom Tichenor (1947) (Dodd, 1954).
Further supplementing the Children’s Theatre’s expanded mainstage schedule were the
company’s first experiments with its own touring productions. As early as 1940, NCT began
“trouping” shows directly to area schools, beginning with Sleeping Beauty presented at DuPont
High School in Old Hickory. Many of the sponsored performances by outside companies were
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also typically held at venues other than the Community Playhouse, including West End High
School, War Memorial Auditorium, and the Ryman Auditorium. (Dodd, 1954; “Beauty Play”,
1940)
Truthfully, taking shows to other venues had quickly become a necessity when demand
for performances began to conflict with availability of the company’s primary home. Nashville
Children’s Theatre enjoyed a thriving artistic partnership with the Community Playhouse,
between utilizing both that organization’s venue and its directors. The two companies
occasionally even co-produced shows (such as 1947’s The Tempest) (Campbell, 1947) or
collaborated on complimentary performance scheduling; the set of Community Playhouse’s
Macbeth (1949) was intentionally designed to also function as the set for NCT’s Sleeping Beauty
which opened immediately afterwards (“Production Aides, Staff Announced”, 1949).
Community Playhouse director Raymond Johnson compared the relationship of his venue’s two
companies as being that of siblings who work together toward a shared goal (Dodd, 1954).
Nonetheless, as can be typical of some siblings, the two organizations began to compete for use
of their common space. The Community Playhouse experienced growth and success similar to
NCT’s throughout the 1930s and 1940s, leaving the two companies to increasingly negotiate for
more control of precious performance and rehearsal time onstage; as the controllers of the
venue, The Community Playhouse naturally maintained the lion’s share of these coveted
calendar slots (Dodd, 1954). Despite such issues, the Community Playhouse remained the venue
of choice for NCT; this is likely because, as performance records indicate, other area venues such
as the Belmont and Orpheum Theaters typically allowed the Children’s Theatre only a single day
of performances.
A further complication to the Children’s Theatre’s efforts arrived with the United States’
entry into World War II. One day after NCT presented the Leselli Marionettes production of Ali
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Baba and the Forty Thieves at Ryman Auditorium, Pearl Harbor was attacked, and Nashville’s
citizens found themselves supporting a war effort. Though the remaining 1941/1942 season
was completed as scheduled, the company chose to go dark the entire following year (Daniel,
1977), producing no shows of its own and co-sponsoring (with Nashville’s Metropolitan Opera
Guild) only one outside production during the 1942/1943 season.
After a year without its own shows and faced with increased difficulty in negotiating for
use of the Community Playhouse’s stage, NCT returned to production in late 1943 with a season
that was scaled back to its previous three-shows-per-year allotment, a format which would
continue throughout the decade. Nonetheless, the undaunted volunteers of the Children’s
Theatre persevered, bolstering their reduced offerings with continued added features from
other companies at partnering venues. Seeking to add yet more community value to their
organization’s programming, the Children’s Theatre also began offering Educational seminars for
area teachers in the subject of Creative Dramatics.
Since the early days of the company, the Children’s Theatre had welcomed
representatives from the AJLA’s theatre division to Nashville as these visitors gave instructional
seminars and performances to both teachers and NCT volunteers alike. These early seminars
were typically designed to advertise the benefits of theatre to local educators while
simultaneously reinforcing AJLA’s standards and best practices for production of quality theatre.
However, beginning in 1950, NCT began semi-regularly bringing in non-Junior-League presenters
to speak on the topic of theatre in education, a discipline known by then as “creative
dramatics.” Amongst the various notable presenters, no less than one of the grand dames of
children’s theatre herself, Winifred Ward, journeyed to Music City to address over 500
educators on the topic of using theatre techniques and creative dramatics in the classroom.
Additionally, NCT sponsored a local teacher to attend a program on creative dramatics at
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Northwestern University in Illinois so that she could bring the techniques back to use in her fifthgrade class at Whitsitt School. From these humble beginnings, NCT’s foray into theatre
education was born (Dodd, 1954).
NCT’s Growing Reputation, Credibility, and Attendance
Throughout these early years, Nashville Children’s Theatre developed a glowing
reputation for itself. Reportedly, an editorial in the New York Times named NCT as one of the
top-five children’s theatres in the nation (Crawford, 1957; Morrow, 1974), though the
provenance of this oft-repeated claim seems lost to history. Nonetheless, nobody could argue
with the caliber of talent on display. One child actor appearing in 1944’s The Garden Circus,
young Claude Jarman, was spotted by a visiting MGM director who soon-after cast the boy as
the lead in his upcoming movie, The Yearling. In 1947, Jarman was given a special Juvenile
Academy Award for that performance (“Local Boy…”, 1945; Academy Awards Acceptance
Speech Database, n.d.). Another well-known talent among the ranks was Eleanor “Hank” Fort,
a long-time volunteer, one-time NCT Board Chair, and the person who first suggested the
creation of a children’s theatre to JLN (Daniel, 1977). Hank was also a successful singer and
songwriter whose songs were covered by Petula Clark and the Andrews Sisters during the 1940s
and 50s, while another of her pieces would one day be played at the second inauguration of
President Nixon (Bivin, 1955; “Eleanor H. Fort…”, 1973).
Tom Tichenor, who frequently performed puppet shows with and wrote scripts for NCT,
found success both locally and nationally; he hosted a nationally-syndicated radio show through
WSM (on which Walt Disney once appeared as a guest artist), performed his puppets in
Broadway musicals and television specials, and founded a thriving puppetry program at the
Nashville Public Library which carries on his legacy to this day (B., 2016; “NRetrospect”, 2015).
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Various other successful NCT alumni such as actor Frank Sutton (of “Gomer Pyle, USMC”), Oscarwinning director Delbert Mann, and actress Sarah Cannon (aka Minnie Pearl of Grand Ole Opry
fame) only further added to the company’s artistic credibility (Daniel, 1977; Dodd, 1954), while
the notable benchmark of NCT being the first financially self-sustaining children’s theatre in the
country proved that it was a business triumph as well (“Buffalo Bill…”, 1954).
With each passing year, as the reputation of the Children’s Theatre grew, so did its
season membership sales. Patron membership had increased from approximately 500 annually
(prior to 1937) (Dodd, 1954) to roughly 5,500 in 1949 (Highlights of NAT’s History, internal
document, 1990), and the demand for tickets soon began to loom as NCT’s largest issue. By the
early 1950s, unable to add any more performances to an increasingly slender allotment of stagetime at the Community Playhouse, NCT ticket sales volunteers found themselves in the
uncomfortable position of having to make choices about which classrooms to visit when
promoting season memberships; there just weren’t enough seats to go around for every child
that wanted one. In addition to the roughly 6,000 season memberships being sold by the mid1950s, it was estimated that another nearly 1,000-2,000 students were unable get tickets each
year (Manley, 1968; Hieronymus, 1961). As a result, some teachers and schools began refusing
classroom presentations from NCT entirely, asserting they would rather none of their students
go than be forced to disappoint selected students (Manley, 1968). The Children’s Theatre
volunteers knew, if they wished to continue growing their wonderful endeavor as they had
been, a new home was necessary.
A Home of Their Own
Though the idea of NCT having its own home had long been a dream of the volunteers,
it wasn’t until 1956 that a dedicated effort was begun to make that dream a reality.
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Spearheading this effort was Ann Stahlman Hill, a staunch theatre devotee who had joined
NCT’s volunteer membership in 1947 and quickly became one of its fiercest leaders
(Hieronymus, 1979d). Dismayed that the organization was having to turn away up to 2,000
children annually, Hill and her fellow volunteers gathered support from throughout the
community to find a solution to their problem. Amongst others, the company’s powerful
advocates included Nashville’s Mayor Ben West, superintendent of Nashville city schools W.A.
Bass, and president of the Nashville Children’s Museum Max Benson. As NCT finally and
irrevocably outgrew the Community Playhouse in 1958 and relocated temporarily to Vanderbilt
University’s theatre, the organization’s leadership collaborated with their new community
advisory board to brainstorm a more permanent solution (Manley, 1968).
In short order, a plan was devised to build a new theatre facility adjacent to the
Nashville Children’s Museum. The Museum, housed in Lindsley Hall (an antebellum, castle-like
structure originally built for the long-since-defunct University of Nashville), had also lately begun
to outgrow its own small auditorium space; by allowing NCT to be its neighbor, Benson hoped
that his museum would also benefit from being able to use the new facility from time to time as
well (Crawford, 1957). Meanwhile, Mayor West provided NCT leadership with advice on how to
effectively lobby the city government to pay for construction of the facility (Manley, 1968).
However, not all local officials were as eager as Mayor West to support the endeavor,
and the fight to realize NCT’s dream became a massive political intrigue of wheeling, dealing,
equivocating, and struggling that stretched across several years. According to company legend,
when a member of one committee was not present at an important vote for which he had
pledged his support, Ann Hill tracked him down to the duck blind where he was hunting (or
perhaps hiding) and threatened him into returning to the meeting lest he end up on the wrong
end of his own hunting gun. In response to this legend, Hill would in later years only smile and
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neither confirm nor deny its authenticity (Copeland, 2015). When NCT was not considered for
another crucial vote on an upcoming municipal bond, Mayor West used his influence with the
Board of Park Commissioners to have the theatre’s inclusion reconsidered. Finally, in January
1959, the city of Nashville approved $250,000 for the construction of a new facility for the
Children’s Theatre beside the museum, creating a first-of-its-kind cultural opportunity for
Nashville children to visit a theatre, a museum, and an art gallery (recently added to the
museum) all specifically intended for youth in one location (Manley, 1968).
With their primary goal achieved and standing on the brink of a new era for their
organization, the NCT leadership embarked on two “firsts” for the company. To start with, the
city’s funding would only cover the construction of a facility, nothing else. Thus, NCT’s
leadership embarked on their first ever capital campaign in a successful effort to raise an
additional $10,000 from supporters throughout the community. These funds were used to
outfit the facility with seats, carpeting, lights, a cyclorama, and other basic equipment necessary
for producing theatre which had always previously been supplied by the company’s host venues
(Manley, 1968). Arguably, though, the other “first” was vastly more impactful than a first-ever
fundraising effort: The Nashville Children’s Theatre decided to hire its first paid employee.
The Beginnings of a Professional Staff
Since the company’s creation, NCT’s thriving volunteer membership had handled almost
all of the theatre’s work, resulting in an impressive and highly efficient organization capable of
handling nearly any administrative or creative task. From costuming to construction, from ticket
sales to public relations, and from performance to play reading committees, the ladies of
Nashville Children’s Theatre had done almost everything themselves for nearly 30 years.
However, though there were a few exceptions along the way, the volunteers had largely
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continued to rely on professional directors to direct their shows; this was done in a pursuit of
one of NCT’s primary objectives, to produce professional-quality theatre for their audiences. In
pursuing their own venue, the Children’s Theatre now needed to find someone who could
continue to deliver the high caliber of artistic direction for which they had become so popular.
In 1960, Charles Doughty had been Managing Director of the Children’s Theatre of
Portland, ME for seven years; during that time, the theatre’s membership tripled. When NCT
leadership began a search committee to find a full-time Director, contacting various college
theatre departments across the country, Doughty was recommended by a former colleague at
University of Denver and was soon announced as NCT’s first Artistic Director (Manley, 1968).
Doughty arrived in Nashville that September with his family and directed the company’s first
production in the new facility, Tom Tichenor’s The Twelve Dancing Princesses, which premiered
with a gala event on December 3, 1960. The grand opening of the theatre was a massive social
event covered by all the local papers, drawing theatre dignitaries such as renowned children’s
theatre advocate and playwright Sara Spencer, Willard Swire of American National Theatre &
Academy, and Mrs. Robert Schwartz on behalf of the Children’s Theatre Conference (CTC) of the
American Educational Theatre Association (AETA) (Banner, 1960).
As NCT’s first full-time employee, “Chuck” Doughty essentially served as a combination
of Artistic Director, Technical Director, and Business Manager. The indefatigable corps of NCT
volunteers continued as always in doing all the usual work of designing and building sets, props,
and costumes under Doughty’s guidance, as well as continuing with annual ticket sales and
promotions. While the well-oiled machine of the Children’s Theatre churned ahead steadily as
ever, Director Doughty began to make organizational changes. First, the now-long-established
practice of casting children in shows ran contrary to the director’s beliefs in terms of the rigors
of rehearsals. Starting in the early-1960s, NCT would no longer cast young children in parts
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unless it was considered absolutely necessary to do so (Manley, 1968). For the first time since
the 1930s, high-school and college students were now the youngest people on NCT’s stage.
Another notable change brought by the new leadership was a significant expansion of
NCT’s educational efforts. Eschewing children onstage during regular productions, Doughty
instead created the company’s first regular theatre education program, named “The Troupers
School” after Trouper, NCT’s circus-clown mascot who would typically perform pre-show curtain
speeches. The Troupers School offered classes for students throughout the school year, with
Doughty’s wife, Carol, teaching children age 7-12 and Doughty himself handling technical classes
for teenagers (“Theatre School for Youngsters…”, 1960). During each summer, the Troupers
School retired and teenagers were instead encouraged to participate in the “Stage Door Players”
program where they could build sets, props, and costumes and perform in summer student
productions (Manley, 1968, p. 54).
NCT’s Growing Influence in the Industry and Community
Under Doughty’s guidance and with the greater capacity allowed in its new facility, the
Children’s Theatre’s star continued to rise. Upon leaving the Community Playhouse in 1958,
NCT was struggling to perform nine public performances of each show for 6,000 patron
members. In the 1960/1961 season, each play had 18 performances for its 9,500 patron
members. A few years later in 1965, season memberships had risen to over 19k season
subscribers, with over 2,000 of those coming from outside of Davidson County (Manley, 1968).
However, NCT wasn’t the only children’s theatre flourishing. The industry had been
growing throughout the country (in no small part due to the AJLA’s efforts) as well as around the
globe. Throughout NCT’s existence, many of the company’s leaders had taken an active role in
various conferences on youth theatre across America, including several NCT Board Chairs such
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as Martha Brush and Ann Hill serving on the Board of Directors for AETA’s Children’s Theatre
Division (CTC). Therefore, it would seem no surprise that Mrs. Hill was present representing
both NCT and the AETA/CTC at a 1964 meeting in London when ASSITEJ, the first international
organization for children’s theatre, was formed. A year later, Hill was also instrumental in the
creation of the United States’ national chapter of ASSITEJ and served on its Executive Committee
for several years. This, in turn, continued to only strengthen NCT’s influence and standing in the
field at large (“Nashville Academy Theatre 1931-90”, internal document, 1990).
Doughty and his wife quickly became a power-couple in the local theatre scene. In
addition to his work with NCT, Charles also worked as a casting director for Ambassador Films,
directed for television, and helmed a popular annual charity fundraiser known the Grid-Iron
Show. This event, held each summer beginning in 1962 by Sigma Delta Chi, featured area
celebrities performing satirical sketches that lampooned local events and Nashville luminaries.
Though the satire was known for being often scathing, the Grid-Iron Show was considered a
success and became one of the biggest social events of the year for a several years (“Theatre
Head’s Tenure…”, 1968; “Doughtys to Direct Gridiron”, 1968; Manley, 1968). Meanwhile,
theatre critics and patrons alike adored the new level of professionalism that the new director
brought to the children’s theatre.
The First Change of Professional Leadership
Therefore, it came as a shock when the NCT Board of Directors chose not to renew
Doughty’s contract beyond the 1967/1968 season. Though the theatre’s leadership chose not
to publicly comment on the decision, Doughty expressed his consternation when he told The
Tennessean in the article “Theatre Head’s Tenure to End” (1968):
I was told that it had been decided that I have outgrown the Nashville Children’s
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Theatre. As far as I can determine, that means that they feel I have professional
standards that are difficult for them to meet, that I am too demanding in my work…. I
think it is more than slightly presumptuous… that people decide, when you’ve devoted
18 years to the field you’ve selected, that you’ve suddenly outgrown it. Since the
Nashville Children’s Theatre has a quality of production which would be difficult to
match anywhere in the nation, and since I have been associated since 1949 with
children’s theatres, I don’t understand how it is that I’ve suddenly ‘outgrown’ my field.
(p. 36)
This conflict between the theatre’s long-standing volunteer Board of Directors and their hired
artistic executive would unfortunately serve as both a precedent and harbinger of things to
come for the organization. Chuck and Carol Doughty moved to Georgia in the summer of 1968
where he became the first Artistic Director of the brand-new Atlanta Children’s Theatre
(Hieronymus, 1968a).
Following in the wake of this abrupt dismissal, NCT next appointed long-time supporter
John Murrey as the new Artistic Director. Murrey was an NCT alumnus, claiming to have first
appeared with the company as a youth in 1942’s Tom Sawyer’s Treasure Hunt. In the time since,
rather than becoming a theatre professional, he had instead made a career in the Navy and later
as a building contractor. However, Murrey had stayed involved with theatre as an avid hobbyist,
working as an actor and director for several of Nashville’s many community theatre troupes
such as Circle Players and Theatre Nashville (formerly the Community Playhouse) and even
appearing in a few television commercials. Having worked with NCT as a child himself, Murrey
reversed his predecessor’s policy and chose to begin involving youth in main season
performances again, telling local critics “they’re utterly charming and would add much to the
productions” (Hieronymus, 1968b, p. 32).
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Concurrent with bringing-aboard Murrey, the NCT leadership decided to further expand
their professional staff by hiring the organization’s first Technical Director in the person of
Kender Jones. Jones, who had worked for various community and professional theatres
previously and earned a degree in theatre, was tasked with handling all technical elements of
main-season productions, as well as establishing a new summer program to replace Doughty’s
Stage Door Players (Hieronymus, 1968b). Though Jones was successful with his duties, forming
and leading “The Players Company” in a summer student production which drew critical praise,
conflict soon arose between the Technical Director and Murrey. Jones had initially applied for
the theatre’s Artistic Director position and reportedly found himself clashing with the man who
had instead won the role with neither a degree nor any professional experience in that field.
After one season, Jones moved on and a new Technical Director was found (Daniel, 1977).
Despite the drama simmering at home, NCT continued to be well-represented in the
field at large. In 1969, Ann Hill was elected the National Director of the CTC, the first ever nonprofessional to hold that office. Perhaps spurred on by Hill’s achievement or by the clashes with
Jones, John Murrey enrolled himself in graduate school for theatre at Memphis State University
the following summer. Meanwhile, new Technical Director Ron McCoskey partnered with
Vanderbilt University to successfully run NCT’s summer program (now rechristened again as the
“Summer Youth Theatre”). During the schoolyear, Murrey continued teaching the Trouper
School’s youth theatre classes as Doughty had done, though attendance began to wane during
his tenure and the number of classes was eventually reduced by half (Daniel, 1977).
Significant Obstacles Emerge for Attendance
Unfortunately, Trouper School wasn’t the only area in which NCT began to see
attendance drop; the main season, typically self-sustaining and viewed as a model program for
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other theatres around the nation, was beginning to face difficulties of its own. Lower
attendance in the 1968/1969 season was blamed largely on productions from the previous
season (under Doughty’s direction) being too difficult for young audiences to understand,
leading to less interest in the current season. Indeed, following Murrey’s first season at the
helm, which featured recognizable characters like Aladdin and King Arthur alongside a joyful
musical called The Dancing Donkey, positive word-of-mouth helped to renew public interest and
the 1969/1970 season sales rebounded. Yet, the next season saw yet another significant dip in
sales followed by an even more dramatic downturn the season after, this time blamed largely on
student transportation issues outside of NCT’s control. (Daniel, 1977)
1971 found Nashville in a state of enormous turmoil surrounding the subject of school
integration and student bussing. Metro Schools had long resisted substantial desegregation,
and insistence from the Federal government on proactive measures to that effect resulted in the
HEW School Plan, a proposal which called for bussing thousands of students to schools outside
of their geographically districted area as a means of achieving mandated integration. The HEW
plan and the concept of forced integration itself were the subjects of massive public debate and
legal challenges throughout early 1970s in Nashville (Welch, 1971), but one indirect effect of the
entire situation went little commented on… except by the deeply affected NCT.
For over 30 years, Nashville Children’s Theatre had held performances on weekday
afternoons after school hours as well as on weekends, with busses (paid for by students along
with their tickets) providing transportation to take children from their neighborhood school to
the theatre and back. Under HEW, many Metro students would no longer go to school within
easy walking-distance of their neighborhood; thus, returning to their school late in the
afternoon following an NCT show would leave some kids without an easy way home. By the end
of the 1971/1972 season, patron membership sales had dropped by nearly 10,000 students
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(Daniel, 1977). The situation was by no means the fault of John Murrey, but the decreased
enrollment in classes combined with the Artistic Director’s admitted lack of the theatrical
expertise and the consistently diminishing Box Office receipts led the theatre’s Board of
Directors to change course yet again. Though he was generally acknowledged as being wellliked and had done much to repair relations between the theatre and its volunteer corps during
his four years at the helm, NCT chose not to renew their contract with Murrey past the
1971/1972 season (Daniel, 1977).
Dr. Kartak, Organizational Change, and the Nashville Theatre Academy
Standing in stark contrast to his predecessor, NCT’s third Artistic Director brought with
him an impressive resume of professional theatrical and business experience. Dr. Tom Kartak
held a PhD in theatre, had served as director of a youth theatre in Honolulu, was a member of
AETA’s Speech Communication Association, and was a student of Asian history (Hieronymus,
1972). In addition to his theatrical work, Dr. Kartak had also worked as both a budget analyst for
the state of Hawaii and a hotel manager, giving him invaluable skills to serve NCT as its Business
Manager (Daniel, 1977). All these skills would soon be put to the test as his new theatre’s
current business model came increasingly under duress.
Concurrent with the hiring of Dr. Kartak, two (mostly) unrelated decisions were made
which would later come together to alter the course of the entire theatre. The largest of these
changes came in the form of a request from Metro Schools to change NCT’s performance
schedule. Following the after-school transportation difficulties resulting from student bussing
under HEW, the school system proposed that NCT offer its weekday performances at 1:00pm
instead of 4:00pm; a field-trip show during instruction hours would allow students to be back at
school in time to catch a bus home if necessary (Daniel, 1977).
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Anecdotally, company folklore maintains there was an ulterior motive in Metro Schools’
request. In addition to the logistical convenience of suggesting such a change, there was
reportedly a philosophical intention as well; by making trips to the theatre a proper school
activity as opposed to an optional extracurricular, it was hoped this could create shared
experiences that might ease the tensions and growing pains surrounding desegregation amongst
students (Reyland, 2010). Though the story of an altruistic ulterior motive has been part of NCT
folklore for decades, there is no written mention of it in any extant theatre records or press
coverage prior to 2010, making it unclear if that aspect has simply been added to the company’s
narrative over time, or if it was indeed a genuine motive of certain school officials who were
nonetheless hesitant to officially admit to it on paper at the time.
While the change of performance time made perfect sense from a sales perspective, it
would also create an enormous strain on the theatre’s ability to cast its shows. Like Chuck
Doughty before him, Dr. Kartak preferred to keep young children in theatre classes instead of
the stage. As such, thankfully, performances during school hours wouldn’t create a loss of many
child actors. However, the theatre did continue to rely on amateur volunteer actors, a
significant portion of whom were either Metro schoolteachers or high-school and college
students by day. Under its business model of the time, moving weekday shows into instruction
hours would mean losing a significant portion of NCT’s talent pool (Daniel, 1977).
In a separate issue, NCT’s leadership had been eager to see the company’s theatre
classes make a resurgence, an initiative that their new Artistic Director with a background in
theatre education was well-suited to undertake. Capitalizing on his previous experience as a
Technical Director, Kartak chose to add technical theatre curriculum to the existing schoolyear
acting classes, and the expanded educational program was renamed from the Troupers School
to the more prestigious sounding “Nashville Theatre Academy” (or NTA). Using one issue to
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solve another, Dr. Kartak applied for grants from the Tennessee Arts Commission and the
National Endowment for the Arts; these grants would provide funding for the new NTA to hire a
small company of professional Artists-in-Residence to teach at the academy throughout the
schoolyear alongside the Artistic Director. An incidental duty for these educators would be to
also act in NCT’s main-season performances, effectively solving the issues caused by switching
weekday shows to an earlier time. As a result of seeking to meet the needs of Metro Schools’
schedule, Nashville Children’s Theatre had effectively become a professional theatre company.
In a concession to grease the wheels of NCT’s new schedule, Metro Schools extended its own
form of assistance by agreeing that their school busses would shuttle students to-and-from the
theatre on the school system’s dime, thus relieving the theatre of having to cover the cost of
chartered busses through ticket sales (Daniel, 1977).
A side-effect from these changes was realized in early 1973. With the addition of
professional teaching staff, NTA was able to attain accreditation as a proper educational
institution through both the Southeastern Conference of Secondary Schools and Colleges and
the Metro School System (Daniel, 1977; Hieronymus, 1973a). With this accreditation, the NTA
was now able to offer school credit for high school students who chose to take classes and do
work-study with the theatre after school. A full curriculum was developed covering:
during the first quarter…. stage movement, speech for the stage, improvisation,
costume history, scenery design, and makeup. During the second quarter students work
on pantomime, theatre speech, elements of acting, costume design, scenery
construction, and lighting. The third quarter includes dance for the actor, other kinds of
movement patterns and techniques, acting scenes, costume construction, scenery
painting, and lighting design. (Hieronymus, 1973a, p. 4F)
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With school-credit as an incentive and free or minimal tuition for most high school students, the
Nashville Theatre Academy was off to a great start with significant advantages to enrollment
over its previous iterations.
A Period of Programmatic and Organizational Growth Begins
Additional funding soon came in the form of a federal program known as CETA
(Comprehensive Employment and Training Act of 1973) which provided state and local
governments money to distribute as they saw fit in creating job opportunities in their areas. As
one of the recipients of Nashville’s CETA money, NCT was able to hire more actors as well as
other full-time staff, further increasing the company’s newfound “professional” credentials
(“Nashville Children’s Theatre 1931-90”, internal document, 1990). Making full use of the
various grants, new hires to the company throughout the mid-1970s included a resident
playwright, full-time costumer, full-time choreographer, and an Education Director to take
charge of the NTA. Several other regular part-time positions were later added including a
Pedagogue and Music Director (Hieronymus, 1976a).
With a successful season behind him and growing resources at his disposal, Dr. Kartak
set about to further develop NCT’s theatrical seasons as well. Since the 1940s, NCT had
contained its mainstage season to only three shows annually (and had added-on student
summer productions beginning with the Troupers in the early 1960s). All of these performances
had been intended for target audiences between first and sixth grade, leaving students seventh
grade and older without any engagement opportunities other than taking classes through the
NTA. Beginning with the 1973/1974 season, Dr. Kartak announced that NCT would return to a
four-show season format and that shows would be divided into two “series” which would each
contain material for different age groups. “Series A” children (grades 1-4) would purchase
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tickets to see younger-themed shows such as Jack and the Beanstalk and The Pied Piper of
Hamelin, while older students (grades 5-9) would have an opportunity to see more dramatic
shows like The Miracle Worker and Young Mozart in “Series B” (Hieronymus, 1973b, p. 22).
Additionally, the company expanded its educational services beyond the NTA and into
school classrooms themselves. During Murrey’s tenure, NCT had introduced creative dramatics
workshops for local teachers (similar to those offered in the 1950s) during the summer through
its partnership with Vanderbilt University. Dr. Kartak’s administration augmented this service by
beginning to offer in-class workshops led by NTA educators, as well as providing teachers with
teaching material themed around the shows their students would be attending. These
expansive engagement strategies were certainly successful; enrollment in NTA classes more
than tripled, and annual sales for the theatre increased by roughly 10k tickets each season in the
first years under its new Director (Daniel, 1977).
Meanwhile next door, the Nashville Children’s Museum was ready for an expansion of
its own. After almost three decades in the antiquated (and rapidly deteriorating) 120-year-old
Lindsley Hall, the much beloved museum had outgrown its facility and, following NCT’s example,
was moving into a building of its own design at nearby Fort Negley (Gallagher, 1973). Though
the future of most of Lindsley Hall lingered in doubt for several years, NCT quickly seized the
opportunity to absorb and obtain use of the most immediately adjacent portions of the building
for its own use. The museum’s former auditorium, the very space in which Ann Hill had
addressed that organization’s governing board almost 20 years earlier when enlisting their
partnership, soon became NCT’s rehearsal hall and additional office space, while another space
to the rear known as the Rotary Theatre was earmarked to become a second performance space
for the theatre’s student productions. All that had to be done, according to one staff member,
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was to move out several display cases that had been left behind by the museum (Interview with
Steve Wheaton on July 2, 2020; hereafter referred to as Wheaton interview).
Moving Beyond the Building
The theatre’s resurging popularity and quality of content began to attract attention. In
1974, NCT was invited to bring their production of Young Mozart to Washington, DC and
represent the State of Tennessee in a national showcase of art for youth at the Kennedy Center.
The new national arts center initially intended for NCT to perform in a common space of its
facility rather than onstage; no other states in the showcase were sending theatrical
performances, and other productions were already scheduled in all of the Kennedy Center’s
auditoriums. Seeking to disprove “the common misconception that children’s theatre is for
young children only,” Dr. Kartak’s intention in specifically bringing Young Mozart to the Kennedy
Center was to “show the new innovations at Nashville Children’s Theatre [and] take them to the
national level” (Daniel, 1977, pp. 77–78). Ann Hill and Dr. Kartak voiced their displeasure at
being asked to perform theatre in a lobby space, and the Kennedy Center soon obliged by
finding room for the show in-between other performances in its Eisenhower Theatre. With that,
NCT became the first Children’s Theatre to ever perform at the Kennedy Center.
Proudly returning home, the flourishing company continued treading new ground. The
summer of 1974 saw, by way of another new grant, NCT’s first professional touring production.
Though plagued with logistical issues, the statewide 14-city tour of The Marvelous Adventures of
Tyl nonetheless marked a notable first for the company. Next, the company’s Artistic Director
sought to bring NCT to an even wider audience through the medium of television. Dr. Kartak’s
doctoral dissertation had examined the subject of adapting Shakespeare for young audiences, a
passion which he brought to bear with As You Like It, NCT’s 1974/1975 season opener.
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Partnering with WDCN Channel 8, Nashville’s PBS affiliate, As You Like It was later recorded in
the station’s studios after the show closed at NCT. The recording was then broadcast on
Channel 8 in Nashville and distributed to other PBS stations through the Southern Educational
Network, ensuring further opportunities for the theatre’s work to reach a national audience
(Daniel, 1977).
Emboldened by the success of this venture, NCT partnered again with WDCN in the
summer of 1975 to create The Galapagos & The Lepus, a half-hour original television special by
NCT’s playwright-in-residence which retold the fable of the Tortoise and the Hare in mid-1970s
Nashville. Shot on location around Music City, the special allowed the television station to try
out its new remote-recording unit, while NCT also hoped to gain even more local and national
acclaim. In addition to airing on Channel 8, the short was submitted to national film festivals
and was the subject of an article in the Southeastern Theatre Conference’s (SETC) quarterly
publication, “Southern Theatre” (Daniel, 1977).
A Time of Success and Optimism
All the while, the NTA’s classes continued to expand, from an initial one-year curriculum
in 1974 to a two-year curriculum in 1975 (Daniel, 1977). When Academy Director Karla Brustad
stepped down in 1976, she was succeeded by former Fisk University educator Ruth Sweet who
quickly announced a further expansion of the curriculum into a four-year program (Hieronymus,
1976a; “Classes in Theatre…”, 1976). Meanwhile, ticket sales for the theatre were skyrocketing;
between 1972 and 1976, attendance had grown from 50,550 to 106,143 tickets, and income
grew from approximately $64k in 1970 to over $198k in 1976. As the 1976/1977 season began,
the company embarked on its second-ever fund drive, this time to replace much of the
equipment bought from its first fund drive in 1960; in the intervening 16 years, auditorium
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chairs had worn out, the building’s front doors had become warped, and both the lighting
equipment and the grand drape on the stage were in dire need of replacement (Hieronymus,
1976b).
Despite these needs, Dr. Kartak approached the end of 1976 with a feeling of pride in
the work he had accomplished thus far and optimism for the theatre’s future. Speaking with a
graduate student studying the organization’s growth since the departure of Charles Doughty,
the Artistic Director noted:
I think we have to keep experimenting with new ideas to remain in the forefront of
children’s theatre. Somehow I think we have to provide concrete evidence of what
we’re doing to support the reputation of the Theatre and to show people who don’t
have such high sights that there is something to reach for (Daniel, 1977, p. 93).
As NCT ventured into 1977 by reaching for that “something,” monumental change loomed just
over the horizon for the theatre. An era of extraordinary highs and depressing lows was
approaching which would greatly test the company’s leadership and staff for nearly a decade.
NCT & NAT: 1977-1985
As the late-1970s began, Nashville Children’s Theatre was riding a wave of growing
success that gave everyone involved ample reason to be optimistic for the future. Ticket sales
had steadily risen under the leadership of Executive Artistic Director Dr. Thomas Kartak, and his
innovations in both presenting work targeted at older students as well as partnering with a local
television station had helped NCT to reach a wider audience than ever before. While students
from many surrounding counties were already coming to the theatre on field trips, limited
touring supported by a grant from the Tennessee Department of Economic and Community
Development also helped to expand the company’s reach for live performance throughout the
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entire state (Daniel, 1977). Meanwhile, NCT’s educational department, the Nashville Theatre
Academy, was experiencing its own highest level of successful expansion. Students age 7-13
could attend classes after-school two days a week for five weeks at a cost of only $25. Older
students could attend after-school classes three days a week which taught a full four-year
curriculum that earned elective credits toward their high school diploma; these courses were
tuition-free with a $10 fee for materials (Hieronymus, 1977a).
Subtle Changes Manifest Throughout
In addition to teaching these older students high-level practical skills, the recent
expansion from a two-year to a four-year curriculum had also included the introduction of larger
“student showcase” presentations (Hieronymus, 1977e, pp. 1, 10) which were full-length
productions as opposed to a collection of one-act plays as in previous years. These expanded
student performances, in keeping with their teenage participants’ interests, were typically of a
more mature nature than usual NCT fare; 1976 had seen students presenting Ionesco’s absurdist
The Bald Soprano and the dark Pulitzer-winning drama The Effects of Gamma Rays on Man-onthe-Moon Marigolds. Academy Director Dr. Ruth Sweet, who held a PhD in theatre and did her
dissertation on youth participation theatre (Hieronymus, 1976a), similarly started her students’
1977 out with the foreboding and sultry Dark of the Moon, which ran in NCT’s Rotary Theatre
black-box space concurrently with the theatre’s more family-friendly mainstage production of
The Little Chimney Sweep.
Making the fullest use of multiple grants, the size of NCT’s professional staff had swollen
from one employee in 1960 to over 30 in the mid-1970s (“Nashville Academy Theatre, 1931-90”,
Internal Document, 1990). Some felt that the company’s enhanced complement of paid staff
was another step toward the theatre’s constant goal of presenting the finest professional
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theatre for the youth of Nashville. At the same time, the army of dedicated NCT volunteer
supporters had begun to recede, and there was disagreement among the ranks as to the cause.
Long-time volunteer stalwart and two-term Board Chair Dickie Farrar noted “it’s because of the
economy; many of our volunteers have gone back to work, and this is true all over the country”
(Daniel, 1977, p. 70). NCT mainstay Ann Stahlman Hill instead felt that, rather than being a
solution to the decrease in volunteer ranks, the increased staff presence was its cause: “it
destroyed our volunteer group since we could now pay for what they had been doing and they
left us.” (“Nashville Academy Theatre, 1931-90”, Internal Document, 1990)
Regardless of its cause, the decrease in volunteer support did little to deter the theatre’s
leadership for setting its sights ever higher. Nashville Children’s Theatre ended its 1976/1977
season with a record-high attendance of 128k tickets sold (Hieronymus, 1977e). Encouraged by
the demonstrated success of adding older-targeted shows for grades 5-9 in recent seasons, NCT
announced a further expansion to a five-show season for the 1977/1978 year, including shows
intended for grades 10-12 (Hieronymus, 1977b). One of those shows, the Gilbert & Sullivan
operetta The Mikado, drew heavily on Dr. Kartak’s previous experience working with Kabuki
masters and allowed the company to present a production in traditional Kabuki format, a rare
opportunity for local audiences (Hieronymus, 1977c). Hoping to once again earn national
acclaim for the theatre, Dr. Kartak attempted to enlist local PBS affiliate WDCN in recording and
syndicating the production as they had done with previous NCT work (Daniel, 1977); however, it
is unclear if this particular attempt was ever fruitful.
Between the newfound emphasis on work for older students and the ever-expanding
influence within the organization of the Theatre Academy and its programming, it became
apparent that Dr. Kartak’s focus was not necessarily directed toward the younger students who
had long been NCT’s core patrons. Ann Hill would later explain “Tom Kartak was an excellent
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director as well as administrator and… was extremely successful but his real lack of
understanding of young children – our largest audience – made an unfortunate situation”
(“Nashville Academy Theatre, 1931-90”, Internal Document, 1990).
Another indication that NCT’s traditional audiences were no longer the sole focus was
the gradual phasing out of its annual Ice Cream Carnival. As of the early-1970s, the carnival was
still sponsored being by Sealtest (formerly Union) Ice Cream (Nashville Children’s Theatre, 1972),
though it had been held as an off-site event being held yearly at Nashville’s resident amusement
park, Fair Park, since the mid-1950s. By the mid-1970s, however, Sealtest’s sponsorship (and
with it, the ice cream component) was gone; instead of a specific day at the amusement park
just for NCT season-member students, Royal Crown Cola instead sponsored a day where NCT
members merely received some free tickets for Fair Park rides and activities (Nashville
Children’s Theatre, 1974). Though it is unclear exactly when even this ceased, it can be
determined that either 1980 or 1981 was the first spring in almost 40 years during which there
was no form of carnival day whatsoever (“NAT Fair Day…”, 1979; Interview with Lorna Turner on
September 22, 2020, hereafter referred to as Turner interview).
Despite these growing diversions from past traditions, the Children’s Theatre forged
ahead into new territory. Having already accomplished touring across Tennessee and even
performing in the nation’s top cultural arts venue, theatre leadership set its sights on a new and
bigger goal: to take Europe by storm.
The Invitation(s) to Europe
The International Maytime Festival was considered “the cultural and social highlight of
the year” in Dundalk, Ireland. Amongst much other revelry and pageantry, the festival featured
an International Amateur Drama Festival which drew crowds of locals and tourists alike to see
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“top drama groups from home and abroad stage plays by leading Irish and international
playwrights” in the Town Hall’s 700 seat auditorium (Roddy, 2017, paragraphs 2 & 5). When
invited to join such a competition, NCT’s leadership jumped at the chance. Hoping to showcase
the theatre’s versatility and range, it was decided that two vastly different shows would be the
Children’s Theatre’s tandem offerings in Ireland: Prayers from the Ark and Really Rosie.
Prayers from the Ark was an NCT original. Adapted by playwright-in-residence Ken
Lambert, the piece was “a dance drama utilizing mime, acting, music and modern dance in a
modern retelling of the story of Noah and the Ark… derive[d] from poems in French… and their
translation.” At the time of NCT’s invitation, Prayers had only recently premiered in the summer
of 1977; neither a part of the regular mainstage season nor a summer student production,
Prayers was a play “meant for a grownup audience” performed by the staff’s resident artists and
NAT’s nascent Modern Dance Company (Hieronymus, 1977e, p. 10; “Dance Course…”, 1976).
Juxtaposed with that, Really Rosie was an upcoming musical aimed at kindergarten through 6th
grade that had yet to be staged when plans began to also take it to Ireland (Hieronymus, 1978b).
Rosie had begun as a 1975 television special based on stories from various Maurice Sendak
books, featuring the music and vocal performance of famed singer/songwriter Carole King
(Concord Theatricals, n.d.).
Following the decision to make its first international appearance, NCT began receiving
invitations to appear elsewhere while they were already going to on tour. In the United States,
requests for performances were received from both the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC and
the Theatre for Young People in Greensboro, North Carolina; overseas, the U.S. government also
invited the company to perform for its troops at various Western European military bases.
Theatres in several countries requested a stop on the tour, and NCT was even invited to
participate in the 6th International Congress of ASSITEJ (being held in Madrid, Spain for 1978).
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Faced with an opportunity to represent Nashville and NCT globally, the leadership began
planning in earnest for a tour in which they had to determine which invitations they could afford
to accept and which to politely decline (Hieronymus, 1977f).
Ultimately, it was determined that the journey would begin with a second trip to the
Kennedy Center, followed by several days in the United Kingdom playing the Unicorn Theatre in
London as well as stops in Leicester and Wales. Following the UK, the company of 10 (eight
actors plus Musical Director/accompanist Steve Wheaton and Technical Director James Knight)
would head to Dundalk, Ireland for the Maytime Festival. After the Festival, NCT would next
visit the International Institute of Drama in Geneva, Switzerland to perform and present
workshops; move on to a series of dates at military bases in Nuremberg, Heidelberg, and
Frankfort, Germany; and finish-up at the ASSITEJ Congress in Spain, performing for an audience
of up to 8,000 (Hieronymus, 1978d). For a group who had only recently completed its first tour
of Tennessee, this next endeavor was a significant step-up. The six-week European tour would
ultimately prove to be a turning point for Nashville Children’s Theatre in several ways, but
before it began, there was one other major change yet to roll out.
A Change of Identity
Dr. Kartak’s preference for eschewing the typical trappings of, and expectations for,
children’s theatre was no longer a secret to anyone. Speaking with local theatre critic Clara
Hieronymus, Dr. Kartak explained:
I’ve never been happy with the concept of “children’s theatre” as opposed to “theatre.”
I’d always hoped what we would have here would be a “family theatre”, for theatre
speaks to all ages. I’d like it to be a great living theatre that was part of everybody’s life.
(Hieronymus, 1979a, p. 12E)
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When discussing his reasoning for entering the more “adult” Prayers from the Ark as NCT’s
competition piece in Ireland rather than Really Rosie, the Artistic Director explained he had done
so because “it represents a collaboration by the theatre’s professionals” and that:
We could have selected something ‘safe’ like The Diary of Anne Frank or other works
already well-established and familiar. But I felt a new-work, original to our theatre
would be much more representative of what this theatre has to offer. (Hieronymus,
1977f, p. 8A)
The expansion of the seasons to include older students and heavier emphasis on integrating
NTA students into behind-the-scenes work had all been part of a gradual attempt to earn the
company a reputation that didn’t revolve around what most people thought of as children’s
theatre.
“Children’s theatre at that point in time did not have a very good reputation anyway,”
explains Steve Wheaton. “You know, it was little dipily-dadily things for kids’ amusement and
nothing that had any theatrical worth much at all, and we didn’t want to be identified with that”
(Wheaton interview). Another unnamed staff member told local papers that the name Nashville
Children’s Theatre “no longer accurately represents the wide scope of plays and activities the
organization offers” (Hieronymus, 1977f, p. 8A).
Making a bold move for the 46-year-old organization, NCT announced in the spring of
1978 that they would be rebranding as Nashville Academy Theatre effective June 1st. Initially,
plans called for the Nashville Theatre Academy to similarly rebrand as the “Nashville Academy
Theatre School of Performing Arts” (Hieronymus, 1978a, p. 10), though the word “Performing”
was eventually switched for “Dramatic,” resulting in the acronym NAT-SoDA (Wheaton
interview).
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The Eventful European Tour of 1978
To prepare for its upcoming tour, the Children’s Theatre incorporated performances by
another company into their 1977/1978 season, the first time this had been done since the early
1950s. Following the April 28th closing of Really Rosie, Southern Educational Theatre from Biloxi,
MS arrived to perform Bananas, a vaudeville show, throughout the month of May as a Series B
offering (Hieronymus, 1978c) while NCT refreshed their company on the previous year’s Prayers
from the Ark and packed up for the trip abroad. Once begun, the European trip carried out as
most youth theatre tours do: a series of performances with some odd stories to tell along the
way. Musical Director Wheaton noted that at one stop in the UK, his accommodations were a
straw tick on the floor of someone’s house, which he later found out was typically where the
family dog slept. At another stop in Germany, he became separated from the company and had
to stay overnight at the home of a local bus driver and his mother, neither of whom spoke
English. (Wheaton interview)
Such typical hijinks aside, the tour was notable for one huge success and one very
notable failure. Success came early when Prayers from the Ark was named Best Show of the
Maytime Festival, an honor which NCT (just days away from officially becoming NAT) was only
the second-ever American company to win. A reviewer from the Dublin Herald proclaimed,
“There is only one word to describe the production – perfection” (Hieronymus, 1978d, p. 15).
The win in Ireland was a PR coup for the company, with congratulations coming to NAT from no
less than President Jimmy Carter himself (Hieronymus, 1978f); however, the victory was not
entirely without debate. Steve Wheaton notes:
We sort of smashed the competition as far as winning the festival, although there was
some controversy over that because we were essentially a professional company even
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though it was supposed to be a community theatre venture. But we did not have
professional company status, and there were people who weren’t professionals in the
show. So, I think our Board salved their own consciences in that way. (Wheaton
interview)
Nonetheless, the now Nashville Academy Theatre proudly relayed word back to America of their
triumph, spirits high as the company moved onward to continental Europe.
The early high of victory was replaced at the end of the tour by a sense of frustration,
failure, and embarrassment. Reaching their last destination of Madrid, the intrepid company
presented Really Rosie for an international community of their peers… only to be harshly
criticized and torn apart for all to see. “They were having none of it, man” explains Wheaton.
“Tom was just grilled unmercifully when they did the commentaries after all the shows had been
seen.” The shows presented by other participating theatres at the conference were highly
political in nature, to the point that:
the police were surrounding the theatre outside because they were afraid that some
group might break-in and try to stop… the performance and so on. So, this is what they
wanted. They did not want anything gentle, anything teaching, they just wanted to
scream, and that’s what they got. (Wheaton interview)
For someone who had been steadily trying to show that his theatre was capable of more than
“dipily-dadily things for kids’ amusement,” the harsh critiques over his choice to represent
America with a light, fanciful musical-comedy stung Dr. Kartak particularly deep. Feeling
thoroughly chastised, the company returned home to immediately begin work on their next
show.
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The “Really Rosie” Question
In an odd historical sort of footnote, there is a bit of mystery which today surrounds the
origin of the stage musical Really Rosie, specifically regarding whether or not NCT was the first
company to perform it. In early press coverage of the upcoming show, Dr. Kartak was credited
as adapting the it for the stage from the television source material (Hieronymus, 1978b).
Musical Director Wheaton also recalls adapting some of the songs, saying “I used Carole King’s
music, but I restructured it sort of for the stage and…. we imagined accompaniment to more
dramatically reflect the lyric of the songs in some of the pieces.” (Wheaton interview). Concord
Theatricals, the company which currently licenses the rights to Really Rosie, does not mention
NCT, Kartak, or Wheaton in its history of the show, but notes that after the creation of the
television show, “Sendak expanded the piece for London and Washington, DC stage productions
in 1978, and an off-Broadway production… which opened on October 14, 1980” (Concord
Theatricals, n.d.). Though it is not explicitly stated that the 1978 productions were NCT’s,
Maurice Sendak did attend the company’s performance at the Kennedy Center in Washington,
DC (even having his picture taken with cast members) (Hieronymus, 1978e), just before the tour
moved on to its next stop, London. Even if NCT’s adaptation is not identical to what ultimately
appeared on Broadway two years later, evidence does appear to indicate that the now-beloved
production did at least partially originate as another NCT world premiere.
Accolades for NAT
Shortly after returning home from their disappointment in Madrid, NAT found cause to
celebrate in a pair of unexpected honors. The first of these came via a brand-new award from
the Children’s Theatre Association of America (CTAA, formerly the CTC). Several important
NCT/NAT leaders had held important leadership positions with CTAA over the years, including
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Martha Brush, Leila Phillips, Dickie Farrar, and (of course) Ann Stahlman Hill (“Sara Spencer
award nomination”, internal document, 1978), so it is not hard to imagine how the company
might have been singled out for an auspicious recognition. In New Orleans at the 42nd annual
conference of the American Theatre Association (formerly AETA) (“American Theater
Association”, n.d.), the inaugural Sara Spencer Award was presented to Dr. Kartak, Hill, Farrar,
and other company leaders for “continued excellence in children’s theatre and for audience
development and growth” (“Academy Theatre Given Award…”, 1978, p. 42).
Another accolade came rather unexpectedly shortly after. The company’s recent namechange required rebranding, including new iconography. Most letterhead and other printed
materials for Nashville Children’s Theatre at the time bore likenesses of Trouper the Clown,
NCT’s longtime mascot and a direct link to the very kiddie-theatre persona which the company
was attempting to shed. Designer Frank Holden was tasked with finding a symbol for the new
NAT and delivered… in abundance. The new logo for the company, mostly to be used as a
masthead for company stationary, was an entire collection of images, a literal line-up of icons
representing a myriad of classical theatrical elements. Amongst these icons were Ebenezer
Scrooge, a ballet dancer, a clown puppet reminiscent of Punch and Judy, a French noblewoman,
a samurai warrior, and a bold bottom line to indicate a stage. Yet, it was the primary icon in the
line-up, that of a mythological Griffin, which would come to serve as principal logo for NAT over
the next two decades. Symbolizing “both strength and the imaginative side of theatre,” the
Griffin was soon painted on the front of the NAT building and emblazoned on the smocks worn
by volunteer ushers at performances (“New Name”, 1978, p. 20E). The masthead design earned
Holden and Co. Inc. and the Academy Theatre a national Beckett Letterhead Design award later
that year (“Theatre Letterhead Awarded”, 1978).
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A Period of Leadership Tumult Begins
On December 1st, 1978, Dr. Kartak quietly tendered his resignation from NAT, effective
at the end of the 1978/1979 season. Without any firm plans for his future, the celebrated
Artistic Director quietly let word filter out through the grapevine regarding his departure,
refusing to make any big public statements about it for months. Ann Hill would later claim that
Kartak’s departure was due to lingering hurt feelings over his experience at ASSITEJ in Madrid
(“Nashville Academy Theatre 1931-90”, internal document, 1990). In an entirely different
perspective, Steve Wheaton felt that the Director’s departure came not from disappointment
over Really Rosie criticism, but rather from the Board’s resistance to salary increases requested
for Dr. Kartak and the rest of the staff. “Ruth [Sweet] was a wonderful grant writer; really, really
gifted,” Wheaton explains.
She wanted to write grants to get those raises for herself and Tom and maybe the staff
members…. But the Board said, “absolutely not.” And at that, Tom realized that it was
not ever going to get any better…. And because of that, just one after the other, the
staff members left. They said, “Okay, if it can’t get better for us, we’re gonna go
elsewhere to see if it can get better.” (Wheaton interview)
We may never know which of these reasons is the actual motivation for his leaving, if either.
For his own part, Dr. Kartak simply told Clara Hieronymus:
I’m not leaving over differences of opinion; there have been no controversies of any
sort. I feel that I have done a great deal here in terms of exploring the realm of
children’s theatre. Now, for my own artistic development, it is time to make a change.
(Hieronymus, 1979a, p. 12E)
Following the departure of the company’s third Artistic Director, mid-1979 began one of
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the greatest periods of internal tumult in NAT’s nearly half-century long history. Though Dr.
Kartak had provided the Board of Directors with six-months-notice, summer arrived with no
replacement chosen to take his seat. Though records and first-hand accounts are hard to comeby for this period, what is known is that the Board instead hired a series of individual directors
to helm each show in the 1979/1980 season. Ken Lambert, NAT’s resident-playwright who had
penned Prayers from the Ark, began the season directing the fairy tale musical The Nearsighted
Knight and the Farsighted Dragon. James Crabtree, who had recently inherited the position of
Cumberland County Playhouse Artistic Director from his late father, followed with NAT’s next
two offerings, Inherit the Wind for high school students and a Series B production of Androcles
and the Lion. Welsh director Robin Howarth came to the US to helm The Adventures of
Paddington Bear in early 1980, and season-closer Series B offering Step on a Crack was
shepherded by Minneapolis director Tony Steblay (the only director in the world who had been
invited to bring an amateur/high school production to perform at an ASSITEJ International
Congress) (Hieronymus, 1979b; Nashville Academy Theatre, 1979).
“Inherit the Wind” and the Hill Auditorium
Inherit the Wind was a production of particular note for multiple reasons. First, the
show was an extravagant spectacle, even by NAT’s high standards. With over 40 actors involved
(including former Artistic Director John Murrey, who had recently returned to teach for NATSoDA), it was one of the largest casts in NAT history before or since; supplementing this already
massive cast was a live Capuchin monkey, named Suzy, and her handler (Nashville Academy
Theatre, 1979). In another particularly conspicuous element, the proscenium’s grand drape was
temporarily replaced with an arch-sized replica of the July 10th, 1925 front page of “The
Nashville Tennessean” newspaper, complete with faithfully recreated headline and articles
about the Scopes Monkey Trial. Such a high-level of spectacle was perhaps in recognition of the
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significance of the show’s occasion; though Inherit the Wind had been tackled previously by area
school and amateur companies, NAT’s production was the first professional staging of the
dramatized Scopes trial in the state where it had infamously occurred (Hieronymus, 1979d). The
show was a massive undertaking, even attracting the attention of its playwrights; scribes Jerome
Lawrence and Robert Lee sent NAT a telegram of congratulations and well wishes direct from
MGM studios in recognition of the show’s opening (Lawrence, 1979).
In addition to the various elements of spectacle, Inherit the Wind was notable as being
the production onstage during an auspicious occasion. On December 1st, 1979, an evening
performance was preceded by a special ceremony in which the theatre’s main auditorium was
renamed the “Ann Stahlman Hill Auditorium” in recognition of her 32 years of avid support.
Amongst the speakers for the ceremony were the Director of the Metro Arts Commission
(speaking on behalf of the Mayor), Superintendent of Metro Schools Dr. Elbert Brooks,
Tennessee Commissioner of Education Edward Cox (speaking on behalf of the Governor), and
Executive Director of the ATA Jack Brooks (Hieronymus, 1979d). Local theatre critic Clara
Hieronymus noted in a profile piece “Ann Hill is part and parcel of the fiber of this theatre, her
presence and her vision inseparable from its progress and development” (Hieronymus, 1979c, p.
5E). Metro Arts Commission’s Judith Engels put it more succinctly as she stood onstage in the
theatre Hill had fought so fiercely to see built: “Her accomplishments are before us tonight”
(Hieronymus, 1979d, p. 18).
Difficulties of the Early 1980s
Meanwhile, amidst all this pomp and pageantry, Nashville Academy Theatre’s volunteer
Board of Directors (led by Chair Patricia McPherson) continued the business of running a theatre
in the absence of an Executive Director, and the dawn of the 1980s brought them a monumental
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issue. In early March, the Tennessee State Board of Education passed a policy change which
cancelled any out-of-school credit programs (excluding Junior Achievement) statewide, effective
with the start of the new school year that coming fall (Nabors, 1980). With that one act, the
government effectively crippled NAT-SoDA’s entire existing high-school curriculum; without
school credit, students had far less incentive to work with the theatre in the afternoons,
meaning that this would directly affect both enrollment and the supply of unpaid labor
backstage. Perhaps as a result of this, and certainly compounding the issue, NAT-SoDA Director
Ruth Sweet soon announced that she would be leaving Nashville Academy Theatre to start her
own theatre school called The Acting Studio, operating out of the Tennessee Performing Arts
Center (or TPAC) which was set to open later that year near the state capitol (Hieronymus,
1980b). Other staff members would soon follow Sweet to teach at her new venture including
NAT Pedagogue Pam Marsocci and technician Paul Klapper (Hieronymus, 1980d).
Adding to the theatre’s woes was poor reception of its artistic work; with the exception
of Inherit the Wind, all shows of the 1979/1980 year were thoroughly panned by local reviewers.
Hieronymus’s review of Androcles and the Lion was itself a classic example of dignified-yetscathing snark, saying “I began to feel that I was watching an old, tediously battering ‘Three
Stooges’ comedy on TV. I wanted to turn the knob to ‘Off’ and go to the kitchen – for an
aspirin” (Hieronymus, 1980a, p. 10). The lack of a defined artistic vision executed by a single
director was taking its toll on the company’s reputation, and it was becoming apparent that Dr.
Kartak’s successor needed to be found soon. Despite poor reviews for his production of The
Adventures of Paddington Bear that spring, NAT announced in early June that director Robin
Howarth would return to Nashville from Wales over the summer to assume the role of Artistic
Director (“Theatre Names Artistic Director”, 1980).
There is no further mention of Howarth to be found in local media, and by that
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September, NAT noted that it was again seeking a new Artistic Director as it announced its
upcoming season and line-up of guest directors (Hieronymus, 1980e). Lorna Turner recalls that
when she began work at NAT that fall, there was discussion of Howarth’s dismissal, but that not
much was being openly said about it (Turner interview). Mr. Howarth is still active in theatre
and currently working in Canada but declined to be interviewed for this research.
The New Faces of NAT
Forefront amongst publicity regarding the 1980/1981 season was mention of the
company’s impending 50th anniversary (Hieronymus, 1980e). Though Nashville Academy
Theatre would not technically turn 50-years-old until halfway through the 1981/1982 season,
the current season was announced as a celebratory 50th season, with festivities to extend into
the 51st season in recognition of its particularly late-in-the-year birthday. Without a paid
executive to shoulder the burden, many of NAT’s longtime volunteers who had been with the
company for decades stepped-up to take on greater leadership responsibility and help establish
a firm future for their theatre. Many of these long-serving volunteers began to proudly refer to
themselves by the nickname “The Old Girlfriends” (Interview with René Copeland on June 8,
2020; hereafter referred to as Copeland interview #1).
As plans for a 50th Anniversary Gala in late 1981 began in earnest, the previous season
was still just getting under way. As it turned out, the first show of the 1980/1981 season proved
to be just the critical boost for which the company had been hoping (Nelson, 1980). The Tavern,
produced in October of 1980, was a melodrama which brought two important individuals to NAT
for the first time. Young actor Teddy Giles made his debut with the company in that show as a
supporting character and would eventually become one of the company’s most recognizable
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talents over the next 20 years. But it was the director of the show, Michael Walters, who
apparently made the biggest immediate impression.
Brought in as a guest director for The Tavern, Walters had been a professor of speech
and theatre at Cumberland College in Williamsburg, Kentucky since the late-1960s. Additionally,
he’d spent the previous four summers as Producing Director for the popular outdoor drama The
Legend of Daniel Boone, also in Kentucky. With an extensive resume as a director, actor,
musician, and educator, as well as the credit of having helmed one of NAT’s few critical
successes since Tom Kartak’s departure, the theatre’s leadership quickly offered Walters the
Artistic Director position, which he accepted just in time for the holidays (Hieronymus, 1980g).
Meanwhile, as the broader volunteer corps continued to decline in response to the
swollen paid staff compliment, and as these paid staff themselves left for better-paying work,
leadership continued hiring replacements for newly vacant positions. Of particular note, 1980
saw the hiring of two important NAT staffers who would remain with the company for years to
come. For one, when former NCT Board Chair Jane Ferguson retired from her paid position as
company secretary after 11 years, Lorna Turner was hired in September to replace her (“NAT
plans luncheon…”, 1980; Nashville Academy Theatre, 1990). Turner, a former legal secretary,
notes that she was not the first person hired to replace Ferguson, but that all the previous
replacements had either left or been let go because they were more interested in performing
than in administrative work.
The first thing that they asked me was “You don’t want to act, do you?”… And I’m like
“Oh, no. Oh no, you don’t have to worry about me. I would rather just fade behind the
woodwork. You do not have to worry about that.” So, I got the job. (Turner interview)
Though she would not remain in the secretary position for the entirety of her time, Lorna would
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become a beloved and well-known fixture of the theatre for over 30 years.
Another notable staff addition that year came initially in the form of an important
volunteer. In April 1980, outgoing Board Chair Patricia McPherson was named as the company’s
first Managing Director (“Volunteer to Take…”, 1980). However, records are unclear as to how
long she remained in the position; it does not appear to have been terribly long, if she ever
actually began in the role at all. In June of that year, when McPherson was reportedly to have
begun serving in the new position, Jean Johnson was hired by NAT under the title of Financial
Administrator; Johnson’s position helped to ensure that accounts were paid and records were
kept correctly, much as the Managing Director was to have been tasked with doing. Johnson
would ultimately remain in this position for nearly 28 years (Turner interview; M. Taylor,
personal communication, September 23, 2020).
One last notable addition came to the theatre that year… quietly. Since the late-1970s,
Susan Chrietzberg had been running a small performance group (based out of nearby
Murfreesboro) known as Pendulum Mime Theatre. For the 1980/1981 season, NAT welcomed
the mime artists as a Resident Company at the theatre, a first in the organization’s history
(Hieronymus, 1980c). In addition to having an opportunity to produce a mime show as part of
the forthcoming mainstage season, Chrietzberg and company would also take part in other NAT
productions and serve as SoDA teaching artists for extended in-school residencies both in
Nashville and across the state (Hieronymus, 1980f).
The 50 th Anniversary and “Dinner at Belmont”
The remainder of the 1980/1981 season passed largely without incident. Though critical
reviews for the company’s shows were not glowingly positive, nor were they the scathing
thrashings of recent times. With the leadership’s attention focused on its upcoming

49
anniversary, a mediocre season was enough to seemingly put the Board of Trustees at
momentary ease and allow them to plan for the future.
A special committee, consisting of current and past Board Members (many of them
former Board Chairs) was formed to ensure that NAT’s 50th Anniversary would be well
celebrated, and a central part of their mission was to raise funds. Partly, these funds were to
underwrite the costs on the theatre’s next big spectacle, an original adaptation of the novel
Dinner at Belmont. Essentially a classic love story set in Nashville’s Belmont Mansion during the
Civil War, season-opener Dinner at Belmont would feature lavish historical costumes,
multimedia-based scenery, and have the unusual distinction of premiering at TPAC’s Polk
Theatre rather than at NAT’s own facility (after the Gala premiere, the production would move
back to its home-base for student performances) (Hieronymus, 1981b). The premiere would
follow a gala anniversary celebration which featured a shorter companion-performance, dinner,
and a special 50th birthday cake that stood over four feet tall and weighed over 240 pounds
(“NAT Celebrates 50th…”, 1981; Hieronymus, 1981f).
Beyond covering the production costs of their impending party, the Gala committee
hoped to also raise enough funds to establish an endowment for NAT which could be used for
“tickets for young people who couldn’t afford to buy them, expansion of a touring program to
reach more young people across the state, improved facilities for programs for all our
audiences, and improved salaries for a hard working staff” (Hieronymus, 1981b, p. 8E). With
longtime volunteer Nancy Fawn Diehl leading, and bolstered by the support of Ann Hill and
several of the Old Girlfriends, the committee raised several thousand dollars from within the
company’s own leaders before even going public with their fundraising.
The committee’s efforts for a grand celebration were quite successful, even if the
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production to which they had been attached was not. When the Gala occurred in early October,
Clara Hieronymus summed up the evening saying “It was a well-planned, prestigious and
significant observance of an occasion in which the community can rightly take pride. The play
itself, regrettably, falls short of expectations.” Dinner at Belmont was plagued by multimedia
technical issues; slides being projected to suggest scenery and battles were projected sideways
or up-side down, while sound-effect sequences went on overly-long. Beyond these technical
snafus, the script was decried for being simultaneously shallow and over-stuffed, going on
longer than the audience’s attention was willing to bear and eliciting reactions of “stilted
presentation” and “dull” (Hieronymus, 1981e, p. 29). Cast member Teddy Giles recalls “It was
just a complete flop. The script was not good.… Michael was trying with something that wasn’t
going to work in the first place” (Interview with Teddy Giles on June 27, 2020, hereafter referred
to as Giles interview). Regardless of the show’s failings, the Gala’s primary objective was
achieved; NAT could now boast of a $110k endowment (“Highlights of NAT’s History”, 1994,
internal document).
Continued Leadership Turnover
Shortly after Dinner at Belmont closed its run at NAT, Artistic Director Walters
announced his resignation from Nashville Academy Theatre so that he could take on a Producer
role for an outdoor drama in Texas. Former Artistic Director and current teaching artist John
Murrey was tasked with helming the company’s next show as the search began once again for a
new artistic leader. (Hieronymus, 1981g). A successor was named in little more than a month’s
time; during the first week of 1982, NAT welcomed Guy Keeton to Nashville with the unenviable
task of taking the company’s reins mid-season. Dr. Keeton had been a professor at the
Mississippi University for Women for 15 years, and in that time had initiated the creation of a
theatre major program, overseen the creation of a new theatre facility, and founded a children’s
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theatre which was not only financially self-sustaining, but also profitable (Hieronymus, 1982a).
The theatre’s artistic future appeared to be in good hands.
Parallel to the artistic leadership’s recent tumult and turnover was the growing volatile
instability of the NAT-SoDA leadership. Following the departure of Ruth Sweet, a seeming
parade of individuals appeared to take responsibility for the company’s namesake (and onceflagship) program, and the curriculum began to meander into all-manner of territory. One
advertisement described a class for adults on the subject of acting for television, and identifies
William Gleason as the Education Director (Hieronymus, 1981a). Months later, another such
notice lists no head of the program at all by name, simply telling interested applicants to “write
or call Education Director, Nashville Academy Theatre” (Hieronymus, 1981d, p. 33). Lorna
Turner instead remembers John Murrey as being the SoDA Director during this period (Turner
interview), a claim that is substantiated by the fact that most student showcases were
reportedly directed by him (“Academy Showcases…”, 1981; Hieronymus, 1981c). Meanwhile,
Musical Director Steve Wheaton was reportedly put in charge of the high school internship
program according to both an internship recruitment flyer and Wheaton’s personal recollections
(Nashville Academy Theatre, 1981; Wheaton interview). On the curriculum front, classes were
expanded to include specific offerings for gifted students (“Nashville Academy Theatre sets…”,
1981), and weekly classes were created for 5- and 6-year-olds for the first time (“Applications
Accepted…”, 1981). Though remarkably busy, the School of Dramatic Arts outwardly appeared
to be somewhat diffused and rudderless. Further adding to the confusion/dilution was crosspollination by most local teaching artists; Susan Chrietzberg of Pendulum Mime Troupe could be
found teaching both for NAT and Sweet’s Acting Studio (Hieronymus, 1980d), NAT teaching
artist Helen Shute spent afternoons working in an after-school program for Stokes School (“After
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School Arts…”, 1981), and even John Murrey became a regular faculty member for Circle
Players’ education program, TheatreLab (“TheatreLab Studio Plans…”, 1981).
The Guy Keeton Administration
Though his was a shorter tenure compared with most other previous Artistic Directors,
Guy Keeton’s time in the position was mostly uneventful when compared with those who had
come before. A welcome change after the overwhelming highs and lows of recent years, Dr.
Keeton even admitted that the Board had brought him there “to bring calm to the turmoil the
theatre had been in.” He proclaimed himself to have an “easy going and quiet” personality
(Hieronymus, 1985b, p. 3D), and employees seemed to agree, reflecting on him being “As nice a
man as you’ll ever meet. Just kind and sweet” (Giles interview). Amongst some of the highlights
of this period, the theatre was gifted with its first assistive listening system, a gift from Nissan
Motors (headquartered in nearby Smyrna, TN) which allowed local hard-of-hearing students to
better enjoy the magic of live theatre (Hieronymus, 1985a).
Additionally, during Keeton’s tenure, the NAT-SoDA finally regained stable leadership
through the hiring of Martha Goodman. Recently returned from several years with a theatre in
Dallas, Nashville-native Goodman began to establish new multi-year curriculum for students
between the ages of 7 and 12 which focused on exploring global cultures (“Dramatic Arts
School…”, 1983; Hieronymus, 1983d). This new three-year experience implicitly carried with it
the hope of more student retention over time, and in some ways mirrored the existing longterm curriculum for older students, which was itself seeing a resurgence now that the promise
of high-school elective credit had been re-established with Metro Schools (“Dramatic Arts
School…”, 1983). Like Lorna Turner and Jean Johnson, NAT found a dedicated team member in
Academy Director Goodman, who would remain with the company for 19 years.
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This is not to say that the Keeton administration period was without its share of
difficulties. A major hardship arrived at the end of 1982 when the federal government’s CETA
program, which had allowed the theatre to increase its staff size so dramatically, was replaced
by a new program that effectively ended the all-important funding for additional payroll
(“Gubernatorial Hopefuls…”, 1982). Teddy Giles recalls “[NAT] had a big staff when I got there,
but those grants were still in place… and we had a bunch of them. So, when those went away,
the staff reduced quite a bit…. It was a mess.” Unfortunately, amongst the casualties of the
necessary cuts was the theatre’s new resident company, Pendulum Mime Troupe. (Giles
interview)
Additionally, it could not be denied that attendance had been suffering since Dr.
Kartak’s departure in 1979. Though there were some signs of improvement, it was still
disappointing that a company which had not long ago boasted of performing to 128k audience
members annually (Hieronymus, 1977e) now felt that even optimistic attendance numbers
would total closer to 80,000 (Hieronymus, 1984b). Amidst this downturn in attendance, the
company’s first serious competitor appeared on the scene.
In 1983, the new Tennessee Performing Arts Center announced an initiative known as
Humanities Outreach Tennessee, or HOT. Partnering with resident company Southern Stage
Theatre (known today as Nashville Repertory Theatre), TPAC would begin to present highquality theatre specifically intended to bring in field trip groups from across the state for
performances, while also offering these students an opportunity to visit the Tennessee State
Museum (also part of the TPAC complex) or the nearby State Capitol building while they were
there. HOT’s inaugural production of The Glass Menagerie was projected to draw over 10,000
students, with more to come in the future as the program grew thanks to funding support both
from state and federal funds as well as the HCA Foundation (all typically reliable funders of NAT)
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(Hieronymus, 1983b & 1983c) . For the Academy Theatre, already struggling with low
attendance, the appearance of this direct rival on the scene to draw away both audience
members and grant funding was daunting news.
NAT had long been proud of its claim to be the first children’s theatre in America to
solely support itself through ticket sales (Morrow, 1974). Now, though not yet operating at a
deficit, the organization was facing its first real period of austerity and began to actively seek
additional funding from the community. Whereas NAT’s previous calls for individual donations
had always been regarded as event-specific rarities (such as the 1960 call for money to outfit the
new building, 1978’s call for donations to fund the European tour, or the 1981 endowment
fundraiser), donor outreach was now a routine part of the Academy Theatre culture. One-off
musical benefit performances became a semi-regular event on the company schedule (“NAT to
Stage…”, 1981; “Academy Theatre Has…”, 1982). The Rotary Theatre in the annexed Lindsley
Hall space, long the home of SoDA student productions, began to be rented out to other local
theatre companies as a revenue generator (“NAT Rents Out…”, 1983). By 1984, the company
was advertising in the want ads for a Development Director (Nashville Academy Theatre, 1984).
Though circumstances were not immediately dire, it was obvious that fortunes had certainly
shifted for the historic company.
New Leadership Dynamics Emerge
In the midst of all these events, like benign air pressure fronts converging in a way that
leads to violent weather, a new leadership dynamic began to appear in multiple areas of the
theatre which set the company on a near-inevitable course for revolutionary change over the
next decade.
First, although a stable Artistic Director had at last been found, the events of the early-
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1980s had galvanized and reacclimated the company’s volunteer leaders into carrying a level of
responsibility which they had previously abdicated in 1960. Following the departure of Tom
Kartak, a Play Selection Committee was reinstituted for the purpose of choosing shows for
upcoming seasons (Interview with Marti Rosenberg on June 28, 2020, hereafter referred to as
Rosenberg interview), giving these volunteers significant power in setting the theatre’s artistic
course. Many of the regular front-of-house roles and technical roles, from ushering to running
sound and lights for performances, and from sewing the costumes to being stage hands, were
still being handled by Board members and other long-serving volunteers, many of whom had
become quite skilled and felt personally attached to these roles (Rosenberg interview; Wheaton
interview). Additionally, many functions of the volunteer base were still operating much as they
had since the 1930s; though there were staff members designated to assist them, volunteer
committees continued to handle much of the advertising, public relations, volunteer
recruitment, and ticket sales. The goal for NAT had long been to increase its level of
professionalism, but the (slowly dwindling) core group of Junior League volunteers was still the
veritable backbone of the company’s productions on both the operational and governance
levels (Daniel, 1977), and they were not terribly interested in giving up such responsibilities
again.
Simultaneously, Dr. Keeton’s good nature was proving a hinderance to his leadership
position, resulting in something of a power vacuum among the paid staff. The director
reportedly did not project a commanding presence in either the rehearsal hall or the office, and
Board members openly discussed with staff how much they were able to influence his actions
and decisions. Questionable artistic choices made during this period (either by Dr. Keeton
himself or through him as the Board’s proxy), such as briefly reviving the tradition of pre-show
curtain speeches by Trouper the Clown (Hieronymus, 1982b), served to only further weaken the
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Artistic Director’s authority in the organization. Performers felt compelled to self-direct their
own performances, while local news pieces tended to focus on the artistic contributions of other
staff members such as composer/Music Director Steve Wheaton (Hieronymus, 1983a) or
Technical Director Russ Bralley (Hieronymus, 1983e & 1984a; “High-Tech…”, 1984). Years later,
Ann Hill would simply describe the period by saying “Several more years of mediocre direction
further damaged us and our financial situation” (“Nashville Academy Theatre 1931-90”, internal
document, 1990).
The Old Girlfriends of the Board, consciously or not, stepped into this power vacuum
and further stabilized their own position of control over theatre operations, gradually increasing
their presence and responsibility to a level barely seen since the Community
Playhouse/Vanderbilt era. Lorna Turner notes that their involvement did not begin specifically
with Keeton’s tenure, explaining that there were several instances in which they had also
contentiously overridden decisions of his predecessor, Michael Walters. “[Mike] had his hands
tied a lot with the Board. He was a wonderful director…. But Mike had a really hard time with
that…. I felt bad for [him] because his hands were so tied” (Turner interview). That said, Turner
also points out that the volunteers were just as much a vital part of daily theatre operations as
the paid employees throughout the early-1980s:
All in all, I didn’t mind them being around. I kinda liked it because they could see what
went on all day long… and they would come in when they’d get their kids off to school,
they’d come in 9:00am and they wouldn’t leave ‘til 2:30pm when they had to go back
and pick them up. So, sometimes they might leave about 1:00pm, but it’s like I said,
they were just there. I was glad they saw the day-to-day operations ‘cause they knew
where the needs were. (Turner interview)
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A Difficult Transition
As the end of the 1984/1985 season approached, the situation had become obviously
abysmal. During performances of The Ransom of Red Chief (1985), children were throwing
candy onto the stage mid-performance out of boredom; perhaps worse, one performance was
attended solely by a party of three, one adult and his two children (Giles interview). Knowing a
change was necessary, the Board informed Dr. Keeton in spring 1985 that he would be replaced
following the 1985/1986 season; during that season, as he directed his final shows, a search for
his replacement would be conducted. However, when a new Artistic Director was found sooner
than anticipated, the Board reneged on their earlier assurance of another year’s employment
and told Dr. Keeton that his services would no longer be continued past the summer of 1985
(Wheaton interview).
Publicly, the volunteer leadership tried to remain circumspect about the upcoming
Executive transition, merely telling local papers:
He was not fired. The Board didn’t renew his contract because we felt we had basically
gone as far as we could go together. We think, too, that he had some dissatisfactions
here, that perhaps it was too big a change from his former academic life. (Hieronymus,
1985b, p. 3D)
For his own part, Dr. Keeton was more publicly forthright on the matter, telling Clara
Hieronymus “I did all I could do for Academy Theatre…. This unexpected necessity to find a new
career has forced me out of theatre.” As the Board claimed that they “greatly appreciate what
Guy has done for us and wish him every success,” Dr. Keeton moved to Georgia to manage a
fast-food restaurant (Hieronymus, 1985b, p. 3D).
Dr. Keeton was not the only one who felt slighted by the Board’s quick action in hiring a
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new leader. Steve Wheaton explained:
The Board had then interviewed a possibility for a long-term Director, and they wanted
the staff to interview him also before they hired him. So, we did…. We subsequently
found out that the Board had already hired him, and it caused a great deal of anger and
bitterness. I was disgusted and angry at the situation and the duplicity of the Board of
Directors. I resigned in the summer of 1985, after that interview…. I think it was totally
uncalled for, and I don’t know why they did it. It only served to make everybody else on
staff go away. Maybe that’s what they wanted. Maybe they didn’t…. I don’t know, but
it was not handled well. (Wheaton interview)
With only of a few of the long-serving staff remaining following the end of the CETA monies and
the perception of betrayal by the volunteer Board, Nashville Academy Theatre was positioned to
essentially begin anew with an almost clean slate. Much of the theatre’s ultimate direction was
now depending on the future actions of the company’s incoming Artistic Director, Scot
Copeland.
NAT: 1985-1996
Scot Copeland
Scot Copeland, a 31-year-old native of Oak Ridge, TN, had just returned to his home
state in the early-1980s. Fresh out of graduate school at the University of North CarolinaGreensboro (UNC-G) with an MFA in child drama, and following a summer as a theatre
teacher/camp counselor at Camp Tapawingo in Maine, Scot and his wife René came to
Crossville, TN in 1984 to take jobs with the Cumberland County Playhouse (interview with René
Copeland on June 22, 2020, hereafter referred to as Copeland interview #2). Jim Crabtree, who
had directed NAT’s Androcles and the Lion in 1980, brought Scot to the Playhouse as its new
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Education Director, in which role he would also determine the theatre’s youth programming.
Meanwhile, René acted on the Playhouse’s stage and worked in its costume shop. Both of
them, however, had their sights set on bigger goals.
When Nashville Academy Theatre determined to find a replacement for Dr. Guy Keeton
as their Artistic Director, work had already begun in earnest for the 1985/1986 season; shows
were announced, including an original musical titled Tennessee Patchwork as part of the
statewide “Homecoming ‘86” celebration the following year, and Dr. Keeton held auditions for
the season in February of 1985 under the expectation he would still be directing that season.
It is unclear exactly how Scot Copeland initially came to the attention of NAT leadership.
Stories variously credit his hiring to Ann Hill recruiting Scot during an SETC gathering (Giles
interview), or to one of Copeland’s mentors making a recommendation to Hill on Scot’s behalf
(Interview with Dan Brewer on June 10, 2020, hereafter referred to as Brewer interview #1).
Regardless of exactly how the initial connection was made, sources tend to agree Scot was
somehow the candidate which Ann Hill favored most, and she saw to it that he was hired
quickly. By July of 1985, Dr. Keeton was out and the Copelands (with their newborn first son)
were moving to Nashville to take charge of the storied theatre company. It was hoped that the
new leader would inject a bit of life into what was quickly becoming a flagging artistic program
(Copeland Interview #2).
“The impression that we got… was that it was lacking in energy” explains René Copeland
when discussing what she and Scot had heard about Nashville Academy Theatre prior to taking
the position. “It felt a little stale. I think most people felt it had kinda settled-in to something
that wasn’t necessarily pushing forward artistically” (Copeland interview #1). Dan Brewer
echoes that sentiment, noting:

60
Trying to be as diplomatic as possible, the Children’s Theatre was not looked upon
favorably in the theatre community at that time. They were doing plays very, very
quickly. Very little rehearsal time. They weren’t really respected very much. So, it was
difficult to get people to come and audition. (Brewer interview #1).
Upon arrival, Scot found this issue to be just one of his many challenges. With seasonopener The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe set to open in early October, the director
determined that there wasn’t what he considered a usable script for it. None of the shows in
the season had been fully cast out of Keeton’s auditions in the spring. Except for a Technical
Director who handled all designing as well as construction, the theatre relied on an almost
entirely non-professional production staff. These were all hurdles for the new Artistic Director,
and his first call was to an old friend from UNC-G, Dan Brewer.
Dan Brewer and the First Copeland Season
During his days as a graduate assistant in North Carolina, Copeland met Brewer who was
touring with the university’s Theatre for Young People. The two men became fast friends, and
Copeland later told The Tennessean “We would adjourn to my apartment, sit out on the fire
escape and drink cheap beer and talk about what we would do if someone was crazy enough to
put us in charge of a theatre.” Upon arriving at his new post, Copeland quickly asked his friend
to come to Nashville and join NAT as Company Stage Manager. Brewer explains:
He told me ‘I can’t offer squat in terms of money, and we’ll probably both get fired after
the first year….’ But after all those afternoons on the fire escape, I figured it was time to
put up or shut up. (Stumpfl, 2015, p. 7E)
The duo immediately got to work, figuring out how to make their first show happen.
Brewer recalls:
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There were no good adaptations of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe at that time,
so basically Scot set about writing his own adaptation…. And that literally was the first
thing Scot and I did, in his living room, right off the bat, is to come up with that
adaptation. (Brewer interview #1)
To fill out the casts for the season, a second round of auditions was announced (“NAT
auditions…”, 1985) while Copeland and Brewer also called-in various actor friends from their
UNC-G days and elsewhere, including soon-to-be NAT staples David Compton, Carol Ponder, and
René Copeland (Brewer interview #1; Copeland interview #1). Changes were also made to the
previously announced season, allowing the shows to better fit Copeland’s directorial
sensibilities. Political fable OPQRS, Etc. and the classic tale Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
were added to the original line-up, while the announced but as-yet-unwritten Homecoming ’86
special Tennessee Patchwork was cancelled (due in part to the resignation of ResidentComposer/Music Director Steve Wheaton). A new Homecoming ’86 show would just have to be
determined later.
A Shift in Business Models
Another significant change to the theatre is thought to have occurred concurrent with
the change in leadership, though nobody interviewed can recall an exact timeframe. For
generations, NAT representatives had conducted annual “membership drives” to sell season
memberships directly to students in schools; after all, it was the Children’s Theatre that first
managed to have state law reinterpreted in their favor to allow precisely that in 1937.
Volunteers and/or staff members would go in teams to schools throughout the region, dressed
as Trouper the Clown, to make presentations classroom-by-classroom and pitch the upcoming
season to kids. Lorna Tuner, who reluctantly appeared as Trouper on various occasions, recalls
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that the theatre would spend weeks each year preparing flyers with returnable membership
forms to be distributed at hundreds of schools. Jean Johnson was then tasked with processing
the memberships and scheduling performances for each school group in turn (Turner interview).
By the mid-1980s, likely concurrent (though not expressly related to) the beginning of
the Copeland administration, individual student memberships were phased out and the
scheduling of trips became a transaction between NAT and the school rather than the student.
Though flyers continued to be sent to students for a time, no individual forms or payment had
to be returned; principals and teachers would coordinate with the Academy Theatre and handle
all money issues themselves (Turner interview). It was a step to greatly simplify bookkeeping
and scheduling for the theatre and was more in keeping with the change in relations over a
decade earlier between NAT and schools by becoming a field trip destination rather than an
afterschool activity. However, by making the schools ultimately responsible for scheduling
theatre visits, the stage was unknowingly set for a crisis that would later erupt in the early1990s.
Shaking Things Up
Though the new artistic team’s first show was met with tepid critical response, it was
their second production which began to earn NAT some much-needed praise and credibility.
Reviewing 1985’s The Diary of Anne Frank, notoriously-blunt critic Clara Hieronymus declared it
“a production marked by intelligence and sensitive performances…. A play to see with the
heart” and noted that despite her deep familiarity with the story from previous productions,
“when the houselights went down and a cold light dimly illuminated that bleak Amsterdam
loft,… my eyes filled with tears” (Hieronymus, 1985c, p. 9C). Dan Brewer credits this early praise

63
with giving their new administration a level of legitimacy which turned the tide for their ability
to draw interested actors amongst the local talent pool:
It made people sit up and take notice [about] what’s going on in the Children’s Theatre…
it was the start of people going ‘Oh!’... That was what put us on the road to earning the
respect of the local theatre community. (Interview with Dan Brewer on June 24, 2020,
hereafter referred to as Brewer interview #2)
Despite this initial victory, mutiny had already begun to foment against the fledgling
Copeland administration. NAT’s volunteer Board had wanted someone “more assertive” as Guy
Keeton’s successor (Hieronymus, 1985b, p. 3D), and in Scot Copeland, Ann Hill had found
precisely that. “We were being asked to come in and really sort of re-envision how the theatre
would be run, and it was not going to be easy” notes Dan Brewer (Brewer interview #1). At the
heart of the issue was that many typical nonprofit management practices were not being
followed by the organization’s Board of Trustees, a body which had developed out of a long
lineage of dedicated volunteerism rather than from a business perspective. Standardized termlimits for Board members were neither acknowledged nor practiced, and any clear delineation
of management duties between staff and governance had completely evaporated in the postKartak era. In a 1986 letter to the Tennessee Arts Commission, Copeland described his
mandate:
When I came to Nashville Academy Theatre last July, I found an organization that was
poised to embark on a difficult period of transition. NAT, once a model of excellence in
children’s theatre, had over the years become less and less capable of prevailing over
the difficulties of nonprofit management in today’s climate. In response to those
difficulties, NAT’s Board of Directors… had made a selfless and courageous
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determination to replace their “volunteer” board with a contemporary, fundraising
board drawn up of professionals and community leaders. (Copeland, 1986b)
Though such deep change had been openly professed as the will of the organization, this was
not the case in private and, as the face of change, Copeland was viewed as an enemy by those
who still preferred the status quo. “A lot of people resented him because of the way he’d been
brought in” notes Teddy Giles. “I had staff members and I had Board members come to me and
say, ‘What can we do to get him out of here?’ And I’d say ‘I hope nothing, because he’s a terrific
director in the rehearsal hall’” (Giles interview).
In pursuit of the Board’s stated goal of transition, Copeland contracted with George
Thorn, an expert of board turnover and development, to consult on their process. Mr. Thorn’s
instructions and admonitions echoed what had already been said by various funding agencies:
the NAT Board was not functioning within the proper roles of Board service and was interfering
too much with day-to-day operations. Thorn suggested that the entire existing Board be rotated
out over a three-year period, and that incoming new members be given an expectation of a
three-year term themselves; he further educated the Board on their proper roles in governance,
away from operational management (Copeland, 1986b).
Internal Power Struggles
To put it mildly, this was not a message that The Old Girlfriends wished to hear; it
weakened their control over an organization which they had spent so many years lovingly
building and supporting, and they did not wish to be muscled out by their brash new employee
(Brewer interview #1). Amongst NAT’s legacy leaders, only Scot’s patron, Ann Hill, saw the need
for and supported the move toward new leadership and better management techniques. Lorna
Turner remembers that the woman who had once ensured the theatre’s facility would be built
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continued to be a driving force for change, advancing progress largely through her handpicked
staff leader:
Scot was driven a lot by Ann Hill.… I mean, she told him what she wanted and what it
should be. And the good thing was… she was right, and he pretty much agreed with
most everything… and it took him a little while to get that to change.… But that’s why
she wanted him there. It was Ann Hill that wanted him there, and she waited and
worked hard on getting him there. (Turner interview)
Despite claims of being agreed on the need for change, the growing rift between the
Ann Hill/Scot Copeland vision versus the vision of rest of the entrenched leadership became a
mounting concern. René Copeland remembers the difficulty her husband faced in carrying out
the leadership’s stated wishes juxtaposed against their true feelings:
They did not see hiring in an Artistic Director like Scot as an invitation for them to give
up their jobs…. And so, even as Scot would say “If I’m here and I’m Artistic Director,
we’re really gonna strive to achieve a higher level of professionalism,” they would go
“Yeah, let’s!” [leaving Scot to want to reply] “Er, then that means you can’t do-”…. So, it
was politically a bit of a minefield because they were long-time supporters of the
theatre. (Copeland interview #1)
Throughout the end of the 1985/1986 season, tensions between Copeland and the
entrenched faction grew ever worse. In his Artistic Director’s report to the Board at the end of
the season, Scot outlined a list of grievances regarding how “The Board seemed to be acting as
General Manager” and how he had been undermined by his employers, openly challenging their
behavior and actions:
The chain of command has been ignored, with individual board members giving orders
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to staff members without going through the artistic director. Decisions that I have
made as directed by written policy have been second-guessed and questioned by board
members. Staff grievances have been heard by board members without going through
the proper channels as directed by the board’s own policy. In what I can only interpret
as a move to discredit me, members of the board have either gone through my papers
in my absence or condoned that action by a staff member. Even more ominous, a
revised personnel policy being developed by a committee that does not include the
artistic director (itself an inappropriate action) seems to include several new limitations
on the authority of the artistic director to manage. All of this seems to indicate a belief
on the part of the board that I have not done my job. (Copeland, 1986a)
By the end of the season, an infamous “picnic” including the Board and Scot was held, at
which Copeland was informally told he would not be returning as Artistic Director the next
season (Brewer interview #1). In a dramatic move typical of her style, Ann Hill arrested her
colleagues’ intentions following the picnic and saved her chosen Artistic Director’s career. By
calling a vote of confidence (and the issue of Copeland’s termination) earlier than intended by
his opponents, Hill effectively undercut their opportunity to woo the support of newer, more
moderate Board members. “It was clear she had confidence in him, and I think that influenced
anybody that was on the fence [to say] ‘Okay, we’ll do one more year,’ but it never got close
again after that” (Copeland interview #2). Dan Brewer, however, recalls that the issue was not
fully settled quite so easily.
I think Scot, possibly two, possibly even three times, was going to be let go…. Every
time a group would say “We just need to get rid of Scot. We just don’t like the direction
of the theatre. We want to continue to have things run the way we want it,” Ann Hill
said “No.” And she would say “I will withhold my support, my money. You are not firing
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Scot Copeland.” And she basically put the kay-bosh on that a couple of times. (Brewer
interview #1)
Years later, Copeland himself would describe these incidents when collecting his memories of
Hill.
She took a chance on me and hired me to take over professional leadership of NCT,
telling me that if I did the job that needed to be done, I’d get fired before long. She
promised that she would have my back when that time came. She kept her word…. Let
me tell you, there is nobody in the world I’d rather have in my corner than Ann
Stahlman Hill. (Copeland, 2015)
For now, Copeland’s and Brewer’s jobs were secure, though they would not remain
unchallenged long.
Homecoming ’86 and a Marvelous Medicine Show
As the staff and Board leaders begrudgingly moved ahead together, attention turned to
another issue for the summer of 1986: replacing the cancelled Tennessee Patchwork show.
“Homecoming ‘86” was a statewide civic-pride initiative pursued by Governor Lamar Alexander;
the idea was to encourage communities across the state to develop individual, local initiatives
focused on “researching the community’s history and planning a project to preserve, promote,
or enhance the qualities of the community.” Homecoming ’86 projects across the state were as
varied as the cities which participated, even including a special passenger train which carried
Governor Alexander, Roots author Alex Haley, and a special musical production called Comin’
Home Tennessee across the state on a promotional tour (Brackett, 2017). Tennessee Patchwork
had originally been intended as part of Davidson County’s participation in the year-long
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festivities, and NAT needed something to replace it. For this, Copeland presented his first truly
original work at the company: Colonel Tom Tennessee’s Marvelous Medicine Show.
“Scot was a man that was very interested in his own heritage as a storyteller…. sort of
that Scots-Irish storytelling heritage, he reveled in that.” explains René Copeland.
Interested in… what kind of theatre was done by people who didn’t live in the big city….
The earthy, sort of down-to-earth, medicine show, magic acts… hocking ointments… it
was just a version of entertainment that he loved. He loved all of the showmanship of it
and the circus-sense to it and the magic act stuff to it, and so the whole Colonel Tom
stuff really just started as sort of like a playground for him to explore this old-fashioned
way of having theatrical entertainment for country people who weren’t going to the city
for big plays and big theatres. He was really interested in the core storytelling that
was… part of the heritage of the Scots-Irish who came across the mountains and his
family history. (Copeland interview #2)
Under the pseudonym “Harvey O. Plodder,” Copeland wrote a play centered around a snake-oil
salesman named Col. Tom Tennessee who took his traveling caravan around to tell stories and
sell “Indian Sagwa Oil.” The show incorporated live music and several “old Tennessee tall tales,
mountain Jack tales, and other folk legends.” Dan Brewer was tapped to direct the piece so that
Copeland could play the title role himself (as Harvey O. Plodder, of course) alongside a selection
of Academy students and many of the regular NAT cast members and staff such as Teddy Giles,
David Compton, and Martha Goodman. Funded by a grant from the Tennessee Arts
Commission, Col. Tom was performed on-and-around a traveling medicine-show wagon which
the cast took on a tour of various Metro public parks throughout the summer (“Marvelous
Medicine Show…”, 1986). Though not a notable production in its own right, Col. Tom planted a
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seed which would slowly develop over the next three decades into another of the theatre’s
many causes for national attention.
Copeland Versus the Board, Round Two
As artistic work continued apace, administrative turmoil continued to simmer behind
the scenes. By the beginning of Copeland’s third season, The Old Girlfriends were still
attempting end-runs around the Artistic Director’s authority in order to maintain their voice in
the organization. Yet, with each successive year, the legacy volunteer leadership was becoming
gradually outnumbered by newer Board members who had no such interest in interfering with
their employee’s work; as advised by George Thorn, Board recruitment had begun to focus on
transitioning to “a fundraising Board of professionals and community leaders” (Copeland,
1986a). Hoping to resolve tensions once and for all, these new Board members eventually
staged their own leadership coup. In the September 1987 Board meeting, Secretary Paula
Snyder proposed a resolution amending the company’s bylaws which formally and effectively
declared “the board of directors should not officially concern itself with any of the routine, dayto-day business of the organization,” officially relegating duties of the Board to fundraising and
long-range planning, and stating that the Artistic Director and a newly-hired Managing Director
would have ex-officio roles on all committees pertinent to their work; the resolution was
seconded by Ann Hill (of course) and passed (Snyder, 1987a).
The legacy leadership was not ready to go down without a fight. Though several of the
longest-serving volunteers had now technically rolled-off the Board as planned, many of them
nonetheless continued to attend meetings and serve on committees. “In spite of the way the
Board was structured, there were people who were actually not on the Board, not elected
members of the current serving Board, who were on the Executive Committee” explains Board
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member (and later Board Chair) Marti Rosenberg. “I think the Board had used those people in
good faith, that they were people who had history, who had understanding, who were deeply,
deeply committed and they didn’t want to lose people” (Rosenberg interview). Nevertheless,
this situation gave strong, ongoing oversight powers to these unelected individuals, and the
Executive Committee initially voted to override Snyder’s resolution… only to be subsequently
rebuked by the By-Laws committee and told that “the Executive Committee cannot change an
action approved by the whole board” (Snyder, 1987b).
In a hand-written note on a copy of the minutes from these meetings, Scot Copeland
later described his feelings on what had transpired:
After two years of studying, evaluating, rewriting bylaws, painful votes, etc., this board
meeting put the process of evolution (revolution?) from a Jr. League-type board (long
past its time) to a professional board irrevocably in place. Once Paula Snyder’s
resolution at this meeting was passed (by a slim margin, as I recall) there was no amount
of “guerilla warfare” that could alter our course. Many decisions and changes were yet
to come, but they were all informed by this resolution, which guided the board in the
future. From this date, the reign of “the old girlfriends” was ended. I consider this to
have been the pivotal meeting and the pivotal vote. – SEC (Undated handwritten note
on copy of Snyder, 1987a).
It is worth noting that memories of these leadership clashes tend to negatively color the
memories that many people hold of the self-proclaimed Old Girlfriends, but it would be overly
simplistic to characterize them purely as aggressors. Marti Rosenberg is quick to point out that
these same volunteer leaders are ultimately the ones responsible for NCT/NAT surviving
decades of external threats and internal tumult, saying “we all will be eternally grateful to the
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people who started it and who kept it going for so many years through wars and epidemics and
downturns…. Nothing compares to what that group of women over the years did” (Rosenberg
interview). Lorna Turner also points out that the long-term volunteers, in addition to their
diligence in the work of the theatre, were highly supportive of (and generally well-liked by) most
of the staff:
I know they got a lot of bad rep from a lot of people, but I will tell you what. They were
there for the staff. If you needed anything, they got it taken care of. I can remember
when we would have to cut back…. And they would sit in there and every quarter and
check the budget and say “Are we on track? Are we on track? Are we on track?” And
then, if we weren’t on track, we’d start slashing... I had a really good relationship with
them. (Turner interview)
Further Professionalization
With this hard-fought battle finally won, work continued toward the goal of further
professionalizing the theatre’s leadership on multiple fronts. To begin with, October 1987 saw
NAT hiring an official Managing Director for the first time since the quickly aborted attempt in
1980 (an attempt which is not formally acknowledged by the company today anyhow). While
the long-serving Jean Johnson would continue in her capacity as Financial Administrator in the
new structure, she would now report to Managing Director J.R. Wears who would oversee all
non-artistic administrative duties including Finance, Marketing, and Development (Copeland,
1987). A former Artistic Director with Theatre West Virginia, Wears had previously performed
and worked backstage on several NCT productions under Dr. Tom Kartak, as well as other area
theatres, while studying at David Lipscomb University (Hieronymus, 1987b).
Another effort to further professionalize the company involved (yet again) delicately
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handling The Old Girlfriends. Though their hold over the organization’s governance was rapidly
dwindling, many daily production duties continued to be filled by the volunteer corps, including
running lights and sound for performances. Much of the technical equipment being used by the
late-1980s had either been installed in 1976 or, even worse, when the building was first built in
1960; as this equipment began to inevitably fail, it was evident that an upgrade to more modern
systems was needed. Yet, the volunteers resisted, fearing they would not be able to adapt to
unfamiliar equipment.
Dan Brewer explains “basically, [they] were not interested in having a computer board
that you punched a go-button and the machine would run the cues. That wasn’t fun. They
wanted a manual board” (Brewer interview #1). In order to gently urge these volunteers along,
Copeland and his designers began intentionally creating more technically complex productions,
involving ever-increasing amounts of light and sound cues and requiring more skill to execute.
This slow-burn gambit culminated in the fall of 1988 with a monstrously difficult show,
Frankenstein.
The first time we did Frankenstein… we threw the kitchen sink at it. We didn’t
compromise on the cueing, the complexity of the scenery, everything. And it helped the
volunteer lights and sound operators realize “This is maybe more difficult than we have
time to get good at” because it was difficult. And sometimes the quality of a
performance would suffer because of the complexity. And little by little, when it
became apparent that there needed to be professional, seasonal staff, that is indeed…
[we] transitioned, and [it] did happen. And, little by little, the Board settled into “Well,
this is what we’re supposed to do.” (Brewer interview #1)
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Meanwhile on the governance level, the tides of change became ever-more apparent as
the Board faced the 1988/1989 season without anyone selected as Chair. With none of the
longest-serving members willing to take the head position, up-and-coming member Marti
Rosenberg was asked to serve as leader though she had not yet held any of the other officer
positions (Vice-Chair, Treasurer, etc.) that were typically considered part of the path to Board
Chair. “[The Chair] announced at the meeting that ‘All these people have said no….’ So, I’m
sitting there thinking ’Jeez, I love this organization and I’m obviously the 15th choice’… because
nobody wants to do this job” recalls Marti. In Board Chair Rosenberg, the faction in favor of
going fully-professional found a staunch ally who was readily willing to volunteer for anything,
but unyieldingly resistant to overstepping the bounds of her office. Over the next year,
Rosenberg sought to complete the Board’s transition, eliminating any irregularities within the
governance’s membership. She recalls:
I got into a… fairly significant stink with some of… the past Board members, that I was
not appreciative, that I didn’t care about these people, that I was not respectful of their
service, when all I was trying to do was make us compliant with every standard that I
know of. I was very concerned that funders would say “Who are these people on your
Executive Committee?” When you submit all the documents that one must to get a big
grant or approach a foundation… you have to explain who these people are, that was
the problem for me.… That was something that we absolutely had to correct, and we
did, and it did cause hurt feelings, and I’m sorry for that. Some of those people rotated
back on the Board. Some of them… didn’t want to anymore, particularly as long as I was
there. But we had to do what was appropriate and correct for the management of an
organization with a 501(c)3 designation with the IRS. (Rosenberg interview)

74
The Rotary Theatre Evolves
Aside from all the organizational upheaval occurring behind-the-scenes in the late1980s, an entirely different sort of change that everyone could see was also undertaken. Since
acquiring it in the early-1970s, NAT had not used the Rotary Theatre space in Lindsley Hall for
much other than student productions; in recent years, even student productions began to be
frequently performed either in the Hill Auditorium or off-site, leaving the small, cinder-block
Rotary space to fall into near-complete disuse and serve merely as storage for old set pieces and
furniture. As efforts began to make necessary updates to the theatre’s main Hill Auditorium
(including restructuring the orchestra pit and stage apron spaces, as well as replacing outdated
light & sound equipment), Managing Director J.R. Wears saw an opportunity to make changes to
the Rotary space as well. During the period when they worried about being fired, Copeland and
Brewer had already begun cleaning out the Rotary (“We said ‘Well, at least we’ll be known as
the guys who threw all the good stuff out,’” recalls Brewer), and now Wears hoped to revive one
of Dr. Kartak’s former visions in the newly-available facility.
“[J.R.] wanted to turn the black box into a TV studio because he was into that…. That
was his dream…. We put in a sprung floor and added a grid for lighting instruments and
basically turned it into a flexible black box theatre where we could use if for rehearsal, if
necessary.” (Brewer interview #1)
Though the concept of an NAT television studio never took off, Wears remained dedicated to
the vision of more fully utilizing the space. Lorna Turner remembers the Managing Director was
positively excited over the possibilities of bringing regular audiences into a second theatre
(Turner interview).
Wears did not stay long enough to follow his vision through to completion. Much as
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Technical Director Kendall Jones had once butted heads with Artistic Director Charles Doughty,
Wears (himself formerly an Artistic Director) soon came into conflict with Copeland over
determining the artistic direction of NAT. Dan Brewer notes “General Mangers get burned out,
and when they get burned out, they either go to another theatre or they start wanting to have
control over artistic choices and that’s when conflicts happen with Artistic Directors” (Brewer
interview #1). Barely a year after taking the Managing Director position, J.R. Wears left NAT and
took a job with an advertising firm in Memphis (Wears, 1988). However, as Wears had
foreseen, with a newly refurbished auxiliary performance space, Nashville Academy Theatre
now had a distinct and exciting opportunity to expand its content.
Beginning in the 1970s, a style of performance called “Participation Theatre” had
become something of a sub-genre in the Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA) field. Aimed at
younger audiences such as pre-school and kindergarten-age children, participation plays could
be done with minimal sets and small casts; they also provided a higher-level of audience
engagement than most TYA fare which, in turn, provided high audience satisfaction on a lower
production budget. In the words of NAT’s Company Stage Manager, “it was a moneymaker. I
mean, you could pack a lot of kids in and it was relatively easy to do.” NAT’s Rotary Theatre was
an ideal venue for incorporating such participation shows; young children in the audience could
sit on the floor (with chairs along the wall for adults) as actors would typically perform in-theround and lead their viewers through age-appropriate adaptations of classic tales or new
musicals, all of which would incorporate the audience’s involvement (Brewer interview #1).
The introduction of such younger-skewing material led NAT to revisit (and rebrand) its
offerings. The Series A/Series B dichotomy, originally instituted in the 1970s, had grown
confusing over time; the age-range/grade-level where one series stopped and the other began
had become increasingly murky since the labeling system began. Additionally, no title had ever
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been given to the later-added shows for oldest students, making the Series B moniker even
more nebulous. Starting fresh with the 1988/1989 season, the Academy Theatre delineated
three new series between which the boundaries were purposely blurred, focusing on maturity
levels of the individual child rather than a specific grade-level or age. “Enchantment Series”
shows would typically be participation plays held in the newly renamed “Festival Theatre”
space, drawing in the youngest audiences not yet ready to sit still for a more traditional show.
“Wonder Series” shows in the Hill Auditorium would feature stories aimed at NAT’s traditional
core audience of elementary school students, featuring titles like Pinocchio (1988), Wiley & the
Hairy Man (1989), or Androcles and the Lion (1990). Lastly, the “Discovery Series” would feature
deeper, riskier work with more intense and intellectual themes for its oldest student visitors;
shows in this series, such as Mother Hicks (1989), The Emerald Circle (1992), and Ramayana
(1995), would be some of the company’s most controversial work, but also brought much critical
acclaim.
Success and Taking Care of Their Own
Throughout all the initial tumult of its first years, the Copeland administration had still
managed to create good theatre for its audiences, and the results were hard to deny. On the
critical side, NAT’s new works were a hit. Tennessean critic Clara Hieronymus, known for not
being shy about decrying a show she disliked, began issuing reviews such as “This critic left
Nashville Academy Theatre after yesterday’s opening performance of Treasure Island wondering
how to do justice to its exhilaration and high artistry” (Hieronymus, 1987a, p. 8B) or “In many
ways, Jungalbook is the finest production I have seen in my many years of viewing [NAT]
productions” (Hieronymus, 1989d, p. 5D). From a statistical perspective, the situation looked
equally rosy; between 1984 and 1987, annual attendance rose from 65k to 112k while revenue
fully doubled, and then rose again by another 50% between 1987 and 1991 (Copeland, 1993).
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Copeland and team turned the newfound revenue back into the company, expanding
production budgets and actor pay accordingly, hoping that a better standard of living and a
stronger artistic reputation would continue to help build a stronger company of actors.
Indeed, a “company” of actors became a stated goal of Copeland’s during this period.
“The notion of having a corps of actors intrigued Scot,” explains Dan Brewer, “especially when
you would hear of actors who were going ‘I want the stability of having the gig and not worrying
about money.’” To varying degrees and through multiple permutations, this company
experiment was attempted across several seasons throughout the late-1980s and early-1990s,
but never fully took root. In part, this was blamed on actors eventually wanting to not be tied
down for an entire season so that they could pursue jobs with other theatres as well (Brewer
interview #1; Giles interview). Nonetheless, formally or otherwise, a definite group of regular
players began to emerge who would all become longtime regular faces on the NAT stage; like
Carol Mansell, Ken Lambert, Paul Klapper, Jean Prince, and Tom Kartak had done before them,
new performers such as Rona Carter, Phil Perry, Carol Ponder, David Compton, Ruth Cartlidge,
Brian Russell, Dobehi Lacaden, Holly Goldman, Jerry Sipp, PC Denver, Tommy Kohl, Sherri
Edelen, and Tony Dickens would all became well-loved and recognized faces to a generation of
countless young Tennesseans.
Though the NAT company experiment did not suit everyone, one actor in particular was
quite happy to be almost exclusively associated with the Academy Theatre; in 1989, NAT
veteran Teddy Giles was named Associate Artistic Director of the company and began to share
office space with Copeland. Across roughly 30 productions at the company over nearly a
decade, Giles had become one of the company’s most recognizable performers; a profile of his
work pointed out “If you want to see him glow, ask him about performing at the School for the
Blind. He’s loved there, and his fans know him by his voice” (Hieronymus, 1989b, p. 3F). In the
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new position, Giles would continue to perform regularly in mainstage shows for older students,
while also assuming directorial duties for the two Enchantment Series participation plays each
season, a duty which suited him fine. “I love participation theatre. It’s such a bridge from ‘play’
to ‘a play’. And, oh, we did fabulous little shows back there. They were wonderful, they really
were” (Giles interview).
Concurrent with Giles’s promotion, NAT also found its next Managing Director. As the
1980s drew to a close, Peggy Moore (an actress and opera performer who had in recent years
transferred successfully into the world of arts administration) stepped into the seat vacated by
J.R. Wears and brought her expertise to bear with the company just as it was completing its
transition to becoming fully-professional. Eager to support the arts, Moore had grown-up
attending a children’s theatre in Lexington, Kentucky and was excited to assist NAT on its
journey (Hieronymus, 1989c).
As the company moved into the 1990s, the Festival Theatre’s participation shows were
becoming a smash hit for NAT. Giles remembers “we had a fabulous audience for that…. We’d
fill that theatre every time with those little kids” (Giles interview). Capitalizing on the secondary
space’s newfound popularity, the Festival Theatre was once again renamed, this time in honor
of another long-time volunteer who (like Ann Hill) had been a staunch advocate of the theatre.
In addition to having been a past NAT Board Chair and a faithful volunteer for decades, Ida
Cooney was also Vice-President of the HCA Foundation and had ensured that the Foundation
provided financial support to the Academy Theatre over several years. J.R. Wears described her
as “one of the Theatre’s most ardent supporters. Without [Cooney], we could never have made
the tremendous progress that we have in the last several years” (Wears, 1988). Additionally,
according to some sources, she made significant financial contributions of her own which had
enabled the company’s initial renovation of the Rotary Theatre. During the summer of 1991,
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NAT’s Festival Theatre was renamed the “Cooney Playhouse” in her honor, a name which would
remain until the space closed permanently 15 years later (Brewer interview #1).
The rechristening of the Cooney Playhouse kicked-off a season of celebration for
Nashville Academy Theatre. To avoid some of the confusion caused by celebrating its 50th
season the year prior to the theatre’s 50th birthday, NAT chose to begin recognizing that there
had been a dark-year during World War II and designated the 1991/1992 year as their 60th
season (during which the company’s 60th anniversary would also conveniently occur).
Juxtaposed with the unfortunate Dinner at Belmont fiasco a decade earlier, NAT’s Diamond
Anniversary was considered a wonderful event (Rosenberg interview). The celebration was held
in conjunction with an adaptation of Shakespeare’s The Tempest which Copeland hoped would
be as “bold and majestic; perhaps even a little larger than life” (Hieronymus, 1991, p. 8D) as
Nashville Academy Theatre itself.
A Tempest in the Organizational Structure
Despite all the rejoicing that fall, there was one sour note that could not be ignored. It
was becoming apparent that the working relationship between Artistic Director and Managing
Director was once again creating strain on the organization. Though Copeland personally felt
very strongly about having a Managing Director that held equal authority with the Artistic
Director (Copeland interview #2), the arrangement was again leading to friction. Teddy Giles
recalls “Scot had a lot of trouble having a Managing Director. He was very dominant…. It just
didn’t work. And Peggy did the best she could, but man, it was Scot Copeland’s theatre” (Giles
interview). Dan Brewer notes that the friction came from disagreements on how best to pursue
the theatre’s mission:
It became a bit difficult when, in coming up with seasons, sometimes mainstage shows
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got shorter runs because it was easier to sell the Cooney shows, so there was always
kind of a tension between management and artistic about how many participation
plays… versus mainstage shows. That became a point of contention… art and
commerce, they’re constantly having to be balanced. And that became difficult.
(Brewer interview #1)
Shortly after the end of The Tempest, Peggy Moore resigned as Managing Director, leaving Scot
Copeland to navigate both roles again. For his part, Copeland would later tell attendees at an
American Alliance for Theatre and Education (AATE) conference that the Managing Director’s
departure was just part of a larger exhaustion being felt throughout NAT’s administrative staff
as new funding difficulties began to be felt in the early-1990s. “We had rapidly increasing
administrative costs…. The more administrative staff we added, the more strained they seemed
to become…. The pressure on over-strained human resources became unbearable, and NAT’s
administrative staff imploded.” The Board and staff worked with consultants and ultimately
made some rather difficult choices in order to move forward.
We decided to prioritize our focus to the essential services our organization offered.
We down-sized administration, but, we hoped, not the art. We decided to abandon the
co-equal dual CEO hierarchy and restructure our entire theatre as one artistic ensemble.
We empowered administrative department heads on the same model as we had
successfully done with the artistic department heads. We kept the same resources in
place for execution of the artistic and educational missions of the theatre, but refocused
all administrative functions to those activities needed to support those functions alone.
We changed staff meeting formats to reflect the format we had been successfully
utilizing for production meetings. To some extent, we brought back administrative
mom-and-pop. Our administrative staff began taking an ownership role in the artistic
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product. Our artistic staff began responding to the administrative staff in kind. In the
months following our restructuring and reprioritizing, morale rose dramatically and
productivity increased. (Copeland, 1993).
The improved morale would be necessary to get past the theatre’s next major roadblock which
loomed just around the corner.
The Backfiring BEP Crisis
Many give credit for much of NCT’s/NAT’s longevity and success to having “a very close
relationship with Metro Public Schools which was the envy of the country” (Brewer interview
#2). This wonderful relationship was nearly destroyed by accident in the summer of 1992 due to
a piece of statewide legislation.
Since 1988, the State of Tennessee had been dealing with a lawsuit brought by an
assemblage of school systems throughout the state’s rural areas. The suit charged that state
education funding was disproportionately distributed to systems in heavily-populated cities,
leaving rural schools (funded through a much smaller tax base) to further fend for themselves;
the lawsuit sought to bring equitable funding for all Tennessee schools. This suit had, at various
judicial levels, been decided in favor of both the plaintiffs and the state before being sent to the
Tennessee Supreme Court in 1991. Hoping to cut any forthcoming judicial mandates off at the
pass, Governor Ned McWherter and the state legislature began work in 1992 on the Basic
Education Plan (BEP) to address the issue and hopefully be already in compliance ahead of a
possible loss in court (“High court hears…”, 1992).
State Senator Thelma Harper introduced an amendment to the BEP which sought to
enforce yet another type of equity. Studies showed that economically-disadvantaged students
dropped out of school at a higher rate because they were unable to afford fees associated with
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certain school programs or materials such as workbooks, graduation fees, band class
instruments, gym clothes, or field trip costs. Harper’s bill, passed and included in the BEP
(effective July 1st, 1992), instituted a fee waiver for any student participating in free-or-reducedlunch programs (which were frequently used as a barometer of economic need). The legislation
was well-intended, hoping to remove barriers to participation for students in low-income
families and theoretically reduce drop-out rates (Garrett, 1992d & 1992e).
There was just one issue: no funding mechanism was attached to the bill that would
cover the schools’ costs for all these waived fees. Admittedly, this lack of cost to the state
government, combined with the positive appearance of providing help to underprivileged
students, was partly what made it attractive to other legislators and ensured the amendment’s
passage (Copeland, 1993). The state government cited a recent $230 million increase to
discretionary school system funding as a way that local systems could cover these costs
themselves (Daugherty, 1992; Nashville Academy Theatre, 1992). However, prior to the passage
of the bill, most school systems had already appropriated those funds for the hiring of more
teachers in order to decrease overcrowded class sizes. Essentially, the new money had already
been committed locally before the state suggested it should be used for a different purpose
(Garrett, 1992b).
For the Academy Theatre, the unintended consequence of moving ticket sales from an
individual student membership model into more of a school responsibility had finally come
home to roost. Sallie Mayne, NAT’s Marketing Director at the time, remembers “When we put
our schedule out there and announced our season, at a time when our phones would ring off
the wall, all we heard was crickets…. Because none of the teachers knew how to navigate this
new law” (interview with Sallie Mayne on June 16, 2020, hereafter referred to as Mayne
interview). No longer legally able to leave behind students who couldn’t afford field trip fees,
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and with no additional funding to cover the costs for these students, teachers began to cancel
(or simply not schedule) field trips in record numbers.
Though NAT had long maintained a policy of not turning away children with an inability
to pay, this had typically accounted for only 12% of the overall school audience; under the BEP’s
new fee waiver law, it would now encompass roughly 46% of students. Faced with an
unimaginable choice, the Board and Copeland declared that NAT would continue to waive
admission during the 1992/1993 season for all students who were covered by the fee waiver
law, even though doing so would amount to an estimated $120,000 in lost revenue (from a
$500k budget) and result in the company’s first ever fiscal deficit year. For the short run, the
Board agreed to cover this shortfall by using nearly half of its emergency reserves (Copeland,
1993). In the NAT newsletter that fall, Copeland explained:
We are a nonprofit that has run in the black for sixty of our sixty-one years, and we do
not view red ink lightly. But we also know what we are here for. We are on borrowed
time, but we cannot serve NAT’s mission unless the children are in their seats. (Nashville
Academy Theatre, 1992, p. 1)
NAT Gets Political
Meanwhile, the Academy Theatre’s PR machine geared up and began to get public
pressure put on the legislature to fund the waivers. “We publicized our plight…. We got it on
the front page of our most influential newspaper for two weeks running. We got it on the six
o’clock news…. Soon, the author of the bill was publicly proclaiming that the law had
‘backfired’” (Copeland, 1993). Indeed, Sen. Harper herself began chastising the unintended
consequences of her bill, insisting that “This was not supposed to happen…. It was to be a
funded item” and that “The intent of it is not being carried out…. When nobody gets to go…
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everybody suffers” (Garrett, 1992a, p. 1A; 1992b, p. 1A). Meanwhile, NAT made plain that the
company’s opposition was not to the intent of the law, merely its lack of funding. Copeland
explained in the NAT newsletter that the law was a step in the right direction and that the initial
state funds being spent instead on reducing classroom crowding was indeed a necessity. “When
forced to choose between field trips and kindergarten teachers, the choice is rather obvious”
(Nashville Academy Theatre, 1992, p. 1).
Such intense public pressure began to begrudgingly produce dividends. Metro Mayor
Phil Bredesen quickly announced that, though nothing could be done for the current school
year, the following year’s school budget would include allocations for the BEP fee waivers.
Meanwhile, public opinion of NAT’s selfless gesture to take a hit on behalf of students and the
school system became a minor PR coup. School Principals talked to reporters and wrote
editorials about NAT’s benevolence and how missing those field trips would have disappointed
students (Doyle 1992; Garrett 1992c). Meanwhile, Copeland began spending roughly half of
every day personally lobbying to state legislators and the governor to have state funding for BEP
included in the 1993 state budget.
State Representative Harold Love soon became a fast ally who proposed multiple bills to
help; first, a proposal which would help solve the issue for all Tennessee field trips (which was
defeated), and then another bill which instead specifically included a line item for an NAT
subsidy. This second bill seemed similarly doomed to defeat until the literal last moment;
though initially deleted from the omnibus budget bill the night before, Rep. Love’s bill was later
attached to an unrelated amendment only one hour before the budget was voted upon and
passed (Copeland, 1993). Love wins.
Having ridden out the storm, Nashville Academy Theatre emerged battered but
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relatively victorious. The theatre had managed to maintain the same attendance level (130k
children) as the previous year and, between fundraising and cost-cutting measures, only ended
the year with a $60k deficit (roughly half of what had been anticipated). Additionally, thanks to
anticipated funding increases from both the local and state agencies the following year and “a
ticket price increase (suggested by the schools),” the coming season promised to bring-in
enough additional revenue to both balance the budget and completely recoup the money used
from NAT’s emergency reserves (Copeland, 1993).
“Everything I Wanted Theatre to Be”
With so much attention focused on drama surrounding the BEP funding issue, it’s
understandable that other NAT artistic initiatives got somewhat less public attention during the
early-1990s. However, it’s important to note that political advocacy was far from the theatre’s
sole achievement during this period; indeed, the level of political support the Academy Theatre
was able to enlist speaks to how far the company had come in just a few years from an
administratively-confused organization that couldn’t entice local actors to audition for paying
work. “It didn’t take long to start turning around that whole concept that actually working for
the Children’s Theatre is a good thing if you’re an actor” recalls René Copeland. “The art is
good, the goals for art are genuine, and the Artistic Director won’t settle for anything but the
best and, so, it kinda started to work” (Copeland interview #2). Theatre critic Jef Ellis notes that
he first began reviewing NAT shows during this crucial period:
I remember, after seeing a couple of shows, going back to my office and telling everyone
about how wonderful it was…. The best theatre in Nashville was being made at
Nashville Academy Theatre. It was just stunning. And everything I saw was so
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entertaining, but more importantly, it was everything I wanted theatre to be. (Interview
with Jef Ellis on June 20, 2020, hereafter referred to as Ellis interview)
Along with the improved reputation of the theatre, Copeland’s cachet as a voice for
youth theatre, and for arts in Nashville, was on the rise. Whether traveling to Sweden for an
ASSITEJ International Congress, participating in symposiums alongside Clara Hieronymus and
legendary playwright Aurand Harris, or volunteering with AATE governance, the young Artistic
Director was making a name for himself (Hieronymus, 1989a; Copeland interview #2). This, too,
only served to further heighten NAT’s profile.
An Artistic Tonal Shift
The respectability and stability afforded by his initial successes allowed Copeland to
pursue his own artistic vision further than would have been allowed during the early years of his
tenure. Beyond just retreading the same classic tales and guaranteed big-name draws,
Copeland’s goal was now to “do work that means something and has something to say to young
audiences” (Copeland interview #2). With the Old Girlfriends’ Play-Reading Committee
dissolved, and given freer rein to pick his upcoming seasons, the Artistic Director’s central
consideration for future shows became:
Why is it important that we do this play at this time in Nashville, Tennessee? There has
to be a reason. Not that there’s a theme or a moral, but there has to be something that
drives you passionately that this play must be done here and now. (Brewer interview
#2)
In pursuit of this artistic goal, the nature of NAT’s offerings (especially for older
students) began to shift back to a bold, audacious nature not seen since the height of Tom
Kartak’s era (and perhaps not even then). Copeland was now frequently writing new scripts or
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adapting existing works to suit his aesthetic. René explains that “He was damn picky…. So,
that’s what he would do… to solve his own problem as a director. Like ‘I want to direct this play!
I need a good script! Damn, I guess I’ll have to write it’” (Copeland interview #2). Beyond doing
the writing himself, Copeland also began to forge fierce friendships and strong working
relationships with some of the top playwrights in the TYA field, encouraging them to produce
their new works in Nashville first. The 1990s saw the beginning of a parade of new plays by upand-coming writers like Laurie Brooks and Max Bush, as well as “the Grand Old Man of Writing”
himself, Aurand Harris.
Scot just dug that so much…. That idea of “We’re gonna tell actual complicated,
emotionally-rich stories that just happen to have something to say to young people.”
So, Scot’s opportunities in life to work with some of these playwrights and helping them
develop their stuff, he just considered that a gift. He loved them all. (Copeland
interview #2).
The advent of this bolder period in NAT’s content drew both high praise and harsh
rebuke from various corners. 1989’s Mother Hicks by Susan Zeder produced complaints from
some teachers for inappropriate language and themes, while other teachers sent letters
expressing thanks for the “beautiful story with characters who are rich and deep” (M. Souder,
letter to NAT, 1989). As Clara Hieronymus praised 1992’s world premiere of Max Bush’s The
Emerald Circle, Copeland found himself refusing to sign a blanket apology statement for
producing drama so dark and psychological that it unnerved some educators. While some
parents sent mailed-in rants decrying the choice of 1995’s Ramayana (a retelling of ancient
Hindu mythology), members of the local Hindu temple turned out in massive support for the
show and effusively praised the cast’s thoughtful portrayals of their culture’s gods (Mayne
interview).
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Some HOT Opportunities
Such massive gains in artistic credibility could likely explain why a long-time rival chose
to propose an alliance in 1994. Though TPAC’s Humanities Outreach Tennessee (HOT) program
had initially been created over a decade earlier as a direct competitor for Nashville Academy
Theatre’s audience and funding, leaders at both organizations had gradually developed
respectful working relationships with one another throughout the years since (Brewer interview
#1). As a result, NAT was invited to produce a play for HOT, Anne of Green Gables, which would
run in its entirety at the Tennessee Performing Arts Center during the 1993/1994 season.
During that same season, a new work which Copeland had previously discovered
through his participation at a playwrighting symposium, Norma Cole’s …and the Tide Shall Cover
the Earth, premiered at NAT to near universal acclaim. Critics hailed the show as “a fine slice of
drama…. Beautifully poignant” and claimed that “[NAT’s] new show scores 100” (DuBois, 1994,
p. C6; Hieronymus, 1994, p. 6D). Following Tide’s woefully short world premiere run in January,
Nashville Academy Theatre partnered with HOT to twice remount it later that year. The first
local remount (following a brief off-Broadway run in New York) was a special, invitation-only
performance at NAT for the Tennessee Arts Academy, members of the Metro Nashville Arts
Commission, and other important movers-and-shakers in the local arts scene; invitations
featured the Nashville Academy Theatre Griffin logo beside the emblazoned words “See what
happens when we work together?” That fall, the show was presented yet again, this time at
TPAC as an HOT show for both public and field trip performances. Through these shows, a
fruitful partnership was born which would soon begin to drive an entirely new aspect of NAT’s
operations.
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“We Always Will Be”
With the company experiencing its highest levels of success and artistic acclaim since
the mid-1970s, there was only one more course correction that the theatre’s leadership felt
needed to be made. Upon starting work at NAT in 1988, shortly after moving to town, PR
Manager Sallie Mayne had an important question for Scot Copeland. “Not knowing anything
about Nashville and this institution, I was like ‘Why are they not saying who they are? Why are
they not being very specific about what they do?’” In truth, many people had been questioning
the organization’s current name since it was first introduced, and as the theatre’s artistic work
had begun to recently reassert itself as the institution’s main focus, the company’s branding had
become somewhat confusing to patrons. “It was quite clear that it actually hurt us in people not
understanding who we were and what we did” explains Mayne (Mayne interview). René
Copeland recalls:
And so, once [Scot] got his footing, and had sort of the clout to do it, he was really
wanting to point out, “Actually, we’re not an educational institution. We’re not a school
presenting theatre education and, on the side, we’re gonna do these plays. We’re
gonna do plays. We’re gonna do work that means something and has something to say
to young audiences, and then we’ll build an education program that actually makes that
the best experience they can have.” (Copeland interview #2)
Dan Brewer further noted “Little by little, they came to the realization that, guess what, you
can’t fight City Hall. You can’t fight our history. We are Nashville Children’s Theatre. Let’s
embrace Nashville Children’s Theatre” (Brewer interview #1).
It was time to make a change. In the company’s brochure for the 1996/1997 season,
patrons were first met with this letter from the Artistic Director.
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Dear Friend:
You may remember us by our new name.
Seventeen years ago, we changed our name from “Nashville Children’s Theatre” to
“Nashville Academy Theatre.” And for seventeen years, you have continued to call us
“Nashville Children’s Theatre” anyway. Alright, we get the hint. You only have to tell us
a few thousand times before we can read the writing on the wall.
Actually, we fully understand why you’ve been so stubborn. We think we’ve remained
“Nashville Children’s Theatre” in your hearts because Nashville’s children have always
remained in our hearts.
You know that creating meaningful art for young audiences has remained our mission,
despite what we called ourselves. You know that we have remained committed to the
concept that our children – all our children – deserve the very best….
As we begin our 65th year of service to our community, we look forward to doing so
under the name you have always known us by. Thanks to you, and to many others like
you, we are making the living theatre a dynamic force in the life of our community by
challenging young people to embrace their own potential in life. Together, we will invite
children on a journey of the heart. Together, we will welcome children to a life of the
mind.
We are Nashville Children’s Theatre. We always were. We always will be.
NCT: 1996-2007
“And as soon as we went back to ‘Nashville Children’s Theatre,’ membership
skyrocketed, subscriptions went up significantly. I think that was a real turning-point, you know,
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reclaiming that name back” (Mayne interview). Nashville seemed to approve of the company’s
choice to return to its original title. Critic Jef Ellis recalls:
I remember when they said, “We’re changing the name to Nashville Children’s Theatre
because that really expresses who we are more.” I thought that was a smart thing to
do, and I think it was more indicative of what the theatre’s mission is. (Ellis Interview)
The NCT Logo Changes Again
As with the previous name change, NCT took this opportunity to do another round of
rebranding. As confusing as the name had been, some people were equally confused by the
mascot (or mascots) of NAT. “A lot of people didn’t understand or know what [the Griffin] was”
explains PR Manager Sallie Mayne. Meanwhile, even though the Griffin logo was used
prominently on stationary, uniforms, and even the front of the building, in-person appearances
had continued to rely on Trouper the Clown (Turner interview) because no Griffin costume was
ever developed to replace him. Truth told, the infamous clown itself had become something of
a sore point and “an embarrassment” for the company (Giles interview). Trouper had not
introduced shows or done curtain speeches since early in Dr. Keeton’s tenure, yet the character
still persisted somewhat as a function of promotional visits, and Dan Brewer notes that, as time
passed, just finding volunteers willing to put on the costume and appear as the mascot was a
challenge not worth tackling.
It became harder and harder to get people to do it, and it just fell apart. It was the old
days of children’s theatre that we maybe wanted to put to bed. “Good theatre’s good
theatre; good children’s theatre is good theatre.” We don’t have to rely on gags and
clown-y, “Romper Room” stuff. So, the wanting to get rid of Trouper was kinda big.
And there were a lot of people that loved, you know… their memories of Children’s

92
Theatre are linked to Trouper. So, it was a big deal, a lot of people remember it…. But
again, it had run its course. It had just run out of steam. (Brewer interview #1)
As part of a rebranding effort, the decision was made to create an entirely new NCT
logo/mascot, permanently replacing both Trouper and the Griffin. The company partnered with
local firm Carden & Cherry (the minds behind the Ernest P. Worrell commercials which
eventually spawned the successful “Ernest” film series starring Jim Varney) to develop a range of
iconography for the theatre; it was soon determined that the new logo would be a dragon, and
“we wanted the design to not just be one static dragon. We wanted [it] to have a personality…
there’s a couple of different ways that we could use that dragon” (Mayne interview). New
letterhead and stationary were designed around the new dragon logos, the Griffin on the front
of the building was repainted/replaced, and the title character’s costume from a recent
production of The Reluctant Dragon was designated as the new mascot costume for public
appearances.
The question of why a dragon was chosen has been somewhat intentionally vague. It’s
a known fact that Copeland himself was personally a fan; Dan Brewer recalls, “Scot was
enamored of dragons…. The transformative nature of a dragon in mythology, all over the world,
the universality of dragons… that was always intriguing to Scot” (Brewer interview #1).
Copeland’s affinity for the fantastical beasts was evidenced in part by his having a tattoo of one
(interview with Alicia Fuss on August 6, 2020, hereafter referred to as Fuss interview #2), as well
as his fondness for recurrently staging the aforementioned adaptation of Kenneth Graham’s The
Reluctant Dragon. Yet, when asked why a dragon was chosen as the new company logo, the
Artistic Director confessed that he would regularly pivot between three completely different
responses, depending on which he felt was most appropriate for each audience.
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It was only in 2015 when Copeland finally wrote down what he claimed was the “real”
reason for that decision. In an essay entitled “Why a Dragon?”, Copeland describes at length
the plentiful and incredible deeds accomplished by Ann Stahlman Hill on behalf of both NCT and
the TYA community at large. He notes “She was a true ‘Steel Magnolia.’ She did not suffer fools
gladly, nor, in fact, did she suffer them at all. If she had an opinion, she did not hold back. Her
straightforward roastings singed eyebrows.” He then goes on to describe Ann’s devoted and
gentle-natured husband, George Hill, who stood by her side throughout all her adventures and
travails. “To her friends, to her enemies, and to children’s theatre professionals throughout the
world, they were, together, known as ‘Saint George and the Dragon.’ And that, my friends, is
why a dragon” (Copeland, 2015, p. 2).
The HOT Tours
Aside from providing a costume for the new mascot and being one of the last shows
produced by “Nashville Academy Theatre,” the 2006 production of The Reluctant Dragon was
notable for another reason: it was the beginning of reaching new audiences by way of the
company’s crosstown competition, Humanities Outreach Tennessee. Following their successful
collaborations two years prior with Anne of Green Gables and …and the Tide Shall Cover the
Earth, HOT proposed a joint venture for which both groups could simultaneously pursue grant
support. “They were given the charge that they needed to serve all of Tennessee” explains Dan
Brewer, “So, [HOT] had a difficult road to hoe… because they’re based in Nashville. They
brought in people to TPAC for that, and yet… they were supposed to serve Western Tennessee,
Chattanooga, Upper East, Knoxville. It was difficult.” To meet their mandate, HOT and NCT
launched a touring program through which certain Children’s Theatre shows would travel across
the state to areas so distant from Nashville that field trips were logistically impossible. HOT’s
Nancy Shumate explained:
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The goal of our collaboration with NCT is to help us fulfill TPAC’s mission to provide
quality arts education experiences for the state of Tennessee. We are pretty much at
the saturation point in terms of how many children we can get into TPAC. The only way
we can reach really little children is to travel to them. In many counties, even if they
could travel this far, the school system couldn’t afford it” (DuBois, 1996, p. C5).
Beginning with The Reluctant Dragon, these NCT/HOT tours typically commenced after
the end of a show’s performances at NAT’s/NCT’s facility (though sometimes they would occur
mid-run for logistical reasons). Tours traveled eastward to the Paramount Theatre in Bristol and
Lebanon’s Cumberland University, westward to Jackson’s Civic Center, south to MTSU’s Tucker
Theatre in Murfreesboro, and north to Clarksville’s Austin Peay State University amongst many
other venues and school auditoriums throughout the state. These HOT/NCT tours became a
standard feature of most seasons well into the mid-2000s, and included shows ranging from the
young-audience-driven participation plays up through more standard fare for older-elementary
students.

Courtesy of a donation from a Board member (Mayne interview), a large, bright-red van
was soon procured for NCT’s nascent touring venture and emblazoned with one of the new
dragon logos. Because of the cartoonish dragon’s presence, as well as a character named “Lips”
in one early touring production, the colorful touring vehicle soon came to be known by the
entire company simply as “Dragonlips” (Brewer interview #1).

Unlike tours which were an integral part of many other TYA companies, often involving
weeks or months on the road at a time, early NCT tours were instead planned to encompass
short trips of only a few days at a time. Actor Henry Haggard, who stage managed multiple NCT
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touring productions and had previously toured with other companies, remembers the
experience fondly:

It was an amazing experience…. It provided a really good breakup for the routine of
being in-house…. I’ve always enjoyed the aspect of taking shows that you’re proud of
into different communities… where the children specifically in this instance, but also the
adults that were watching the shows…. They just hadn’t seen live theatre. We would
be their first. So, I felt tremendous about it, both professionally and personally…. We
called them “live remotes” because the idea was to take exactly the show in as close [as
possible to] the configuration it had been in the Hill [Auditorium]…. It was immensely
satisfying, and I think [Scot] was right in doing them in the way he did.… I don’t think any
of them lasted more than two weeks, but indeed, some of them were. We went out for
three or four days, we did something else for a week or brought it back to town for a
week, and then we went out again, and I enjoyed those because it just… never a dull
moment. (Interview with Henry Haggard on June 30, 2020, hereafter referred to as
Haggard interview)

The new touring venture came at precisely the right time for NCT which would need a
boost to continue its forward momentum against oncoming economic pressures. “If the
theatrical arts in Tennessee were part of a B-grade horror movie,” reads a rather odd article
from the Nashville Banner newspaper,

viewers would see a huge meteor crashing into the state, sucking theatre companies
into the chasm. And when the dust had cleared, [NCT and HOT] would be standing at
the edge, safely clutching each other, ready to forge ahead in a new artistic partnership.
(DuBois, 1996, p. C1).
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The article goes on to note that cutbacks from the Tennessee Arts Commission, the National
Endowment for the Arts, and BEP fee waiver coverage had dealt a blow to many theatre
companies, yet NCT was managing to weather the storm. Copeland told the Nashville Banner
than the company was “in a growth cycle. We don’t forsee any threats that can’t be dealt with”
and that NCT anticipated playing to 95k children at its main facility that season, plus another 10k
kids through touring (DuBois, 1996, p. C1). This optimism proved well-founded as one NCT/HOT
collaboration produced something of a first for the Children’s Theatre: 1996’s Pinocchio became
the company’s first show (other than special events) to sell-out public weekend performances
(Nashville Children’s Theatre, 1996).
Emergence of the Public Performances as a Pursuit
For 65 years, public performances had never been a huge priority for NCT; all efforts had
instead been focused on the time-tested method of bringing-in kids via their schools (even when
some schools would plan their NCT trips on weekends, as was common in the 1960s and 70s).
For most performance runs, a show would typically only have a preview performance for
educators (to see ahead of their field trip and prepare curriculum accordingly) and perhaps one
or two public shows on the weekends. As such, the company relied steadfastly on its
relationship with area schools for the bulk of ticket sales. René Copeland recalls “Scot always
felt like it lulled everybody into thinking you didn’t have to work hard to gain a market share of
anything…. It was sort of a built in, take-it-for-granted audience” (Copeland interview #1).
This indifference toward public performances had been typical of the much of the TYA
field to that point, but as an organizational leader and shrewd strategist, Scot Copeland saw that
the way forward would eventually involve (and require) embracing new business models.
[Relying heavily on school shows] was financially nice and healthy there for a while until
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that started to change, and Scot saw that it would change, and so he was way ahead of
the curve on figuring out how to start adjusting the identity toward family theatre as
opposed to just schools…. That shift toward being geared towards families… he was
talking about that earlier than anybody else was talking about it here in town and
certainly in the field, and he had a lot of poo-poo’ers, like people going “Oh, nah, there
will always be bussed audiences from schools,” and Scot meanwhile is saying “We’re
gonna start having weekend performances, we’re gonna start doing evening
performances….” So, he starts adding in all these other performances, and now, of
course, you can look back and you can see there’s no way any theatre, but Nashville
Children’s Theatre in particular, could have survived if it hadn’t been geared already
toward expanding its reach… into families, so that the gatekeepers for the young people
coming to the theatre are their families more than their schools. Without abandoning
schools, but folding in the family as who the gatekeepers are gonna be? Huge, huge
shift for the field, and Scot led NCT into that. (Copeland interview #1)
Though expansion of weekend performances would not begin in earnest for several seasons yet,
the sold-out Pinocchio run provided leadership with evidence that there was potential for
growth and would allow Copeland and the Board to move in that direction with more
confidence over the coming decade. By the end of the 1996/1997 season, NCT’s public
performance sales had increased by 30%, with over 3,200 people attending. Estimates going
into the following year called for that number to double (Nance, 1998).
The Dragon’s Concerts
In truth, the late-1990s began an era of exponential growth for the theatre on a variety
of fronts and would see the genesis of several long-standing company traditions as well. An
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intersection of these traditions and NCT’s growth was embodied by an event which began in
late-1997 as another experiment with fundraising and marketing. Feeling that there were
significant portions of Nashville’s population not being engaged through the company’s usual
methods, Marketing Director Sallie Mayne targeted the city’s music industry as a new avenue to
tap for patronage and support.
My husband was in the music business… and we thought… those people have kids or
they’re artists as well… we were missing that group of people. We had a lot of Belle
Meade people and then we had school kids, but there was a lot more going on in
Nashville…. Just looking at who we [were] marketing to, who was supporting us, who
were we missing, and how could we integrate them into what we were doing in a
meaningful way. And that’s how we started the concerts. (Mayne interview)
Via her connections, Mayne was able to secure up-and-coming country act The Lynns
(comprised of country music legend Loretta Lynn’s twin daughters) as headliners for a special
concert to benefit Nashville Children’s Theatre. In keeping with recent branding efforts, the
event was dubbed “The Dragon’s Concert” and became an annual staple of NCT’s fundraising
through 2010. However, it was the 1999 Dragon’s Concert which would ultimately establish the
event’s true template.
In the now-annual event’s second year, Jonell Mosser and Delbert McClinton were
scheduled as headliners; a significant step-up from the previous year’s bill, these new headliners
generated a great deal of buzz and excitement. However, the all-star line-up was jeopardized
with less than a week to go when McClinton, performing in Texas while battling a cold, strained
his throat and was ordered by a doctor to go on vocal rest. Unwilling to let either his fans or
NCT down, the legendary singer-songwriter convinced two popular fellow artists, Vince Gill and
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Billy Dean, to appear with him at the Dragon’s Concert, singing his songs as he played guitar
(Schmitt, 1999). For another 10 years afterwards, future Dragon’s Concerts would advertise the
line-up as featuring “Delbert McClinton with Special Guests,” making it part of the event’s
mystique that audiences were never sure which of McClinton’s superstar peers would make an
unannounced appearance with him for NCT. “You never know what you’re going to get…
making each year’s event as unique as the theater it benefits” (Soltes, 2007, p. D19).
During the 11 years in which McClinton headlined the annual fundraiser (which grew to
also include a silent auction and VIP reception in the Cooney Playhouse), surprise guests
included the likes of John Hiatt, Michael McDonald, Lee Roy Parnell, Big Al Anderson, Marcia
Ball, Raul Malo, country-comedy/parody duo Doyle & Debbie, and even McClinton’s son, Clay
(Keel, 2008; “Morsels”, 2009; Soltes, 2005 & 2007; “These Dragons…”, 2004). Throughout that
time, the Grammy-winning singer/songwriter showed himself to be a steadfast advocate for
NCT, calling it “the best place in town to take your kids” (Soltes, 2005, p. D18) and crediting his
love of the organization to his daughter having grown up taking classes and attending shows
there. In honor of the hundreds-of-thousands of fundraising dollars his support brought in via
the concert series, the Children’s Theatre officially named the Hill Auditorium’s stage “The
Delbert McClinton Stage” (“Kids and dragons…”, 2003, p. 38).
A Focus on Supporting the Theatre Community
As the music industry came together in support of NCT, the theatre itself continued
focusing on how it could better support its own artists. As far back as the late-1980s, leadership
had been discussing questions of providing certain benefits (such as healthcare and pensions)
for the company’s actors (Rosenberg interview). Sallie Mayne points out “[Scot] loved his
actors, and really tried to take good care of them, and really understood the hurdles they had to
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go through…. He did the best he could in providing some kind of opportunity for them” (Mayne
interview). René Copeland also expands on that concern, noting “NCT was on the forefront of
helping arts theatre people think about ‘How do we move forward? How do we make sure we
take care of our artists?’” (Copeland interview #1).
I know [Scot] was worried about things like actor housing, how the explosion in the
housing market and this sort of willy-nilly building… all the gentrification was driving
artists out of what was originally affordable housing…. I think he felt like it was just
gonna get worse…. He worried a lot about the capacity of the cities to sustain a
community of artists who could afford to live here. And the capacity of our institutions
and organizations to provide work for artists who could then afford to stay here.
(Copeland interview #2)
A theatre “community of artists” was truly an emerging reality in Nashville by the late1990s. When Dr. Kartak had begun to initially move NCT toward professionalism in the late1970s, other such groups in the area were few (and even fewer still were the groups who would
survive long). By 1998, however, the roster of professional theatres in Music City had grown to
include Tennessee Repertory Theatre, Nashville Shakespeare Festival, Actor’s Bridge Ensemble,
and Mockingbird Public Theatre (founded by René Copeland and fellow actor/director David
Alford) amongst others. Amidst it all, former underdog Nashville Children’s Theatre had become
one of the principal companies that others now looked to for guidance. “NCT kind of became a
leader… of that kind of forethinking” explains René Copeland.
I think it’s no secret that Metro Arts Commission people would come and ask Scot about
stuff or have him in on meetings…. So, as Nashville grew and as the arts involvement
grew…. I think by the time all of that was really starting to feel really exciting, like
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Nashville is really starting to be a theatre town, I don’t think there was any question that
Scot and NCT were sort of leading that charge in the sense that they had the doublepronged goal of artistic excellence onstage no matter what, and “pay attention to who
we are and where we are and what our context is….” So, when I think of the evolution
of the theatre’s role in the community… I think I saw [NCT] become sort of a center of
thinking about how the arts function in the city of Nashville. (Copeland interview #1)
Similarly, actor Henry Haggard adds:
Scot was definitely one of the people driving that train a couple of times. They took
turns, he and David Alford and René were driving that train towards “How do we take
care of our actors?” And the union became the answer to that question, which was, I
think, a big, big, big leap for Nashville theatre. We went from one coveted house… to
several Equity-associated theatres. (Haggard interview)
Nashville Becomes an Equity Town
In March of 1998, the Board of Trustees for Nashville Children’s Theatre voted to
affiliate with Actors’ Equity Association (AEA), a professional union for actors and stage
managers, starting with the 1998/1999 season (Wibking, 1998a). Previously, only Tennessee
Repertory Theatre had offered Equity contracts in Nashville, but it couldn’t be ignored that the
benefits offered by union membership would address several of the questions about how to
meet actors’ needs that NCT had been pondering for over a decade (including health insurance
and pensions).
There was only one catch. Conversations amongst heads of the local theatres began
leading to the same conclusion:
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We became aware that if we were going to do what was best for the actors and become
union companies and Equity companies, we had to all do it at the same time. And if we
didn’t do it at the same time, it wouldn’t help the actors.” (Copeland interview #1).
The double-edged sword of union actors being typically unable to work at non-union theatres
meant that becoming an Equity company would only work if enough union jobs were available
in Nashville to work year-round, something that no singular company could offer to a substantial
amount of performers. To ensure Nashville’s progress as an arts city, Nashville Shakespeare
Festival and Mockingbird Public Theatre also chose to affiliate with AEA for the coming season
(Wibking, 1998a).
New Directions for the Education Department
As part of a seemingly natural see-saw effect, the resurgence of NCT’s artistic product
had corresponded to the company’s educational work becoming less of a visible focal point.
Though not regarded as unimportant by any means, the company’s name change had signaled
that the School of Dramatic Arts was no longer the theatre’s top priority. Indeed, the SoDA title
had been dropped entirely for over a decade, and Martha Goodman’s title of “SoDA Director” or
“Academy Director” had long since changed to “Education Director.” This rearrangement in
priorities had not, however, stalled the program’s growth. Out of necessity due to the
limitations of NCT’s facility, classes had spent several years expanding beyond the company’s
building and were instead held at schools throughout the region. Frequent NCT actress and
teaching artist Rona Carter remembers:
We would spend a week in different locations. So, as a teaching artist in the summer, I
would work 10 weeks, maybe two of those weeks would be at the Children’s Theatre.
But we’d go out… all over the place…. And the schools would generously let us have
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these spaces so the kids that lived near that space would come…. I would write a 15minute play with the age group in mind. Normally, anywhere from eight- to 10-yearold’s, is normally where my bracket was, and I did that every summer for like 20 years.
(interview with Rona Carter on June 17, 2020, hereafter referred to as Carter interview).
In addition to the expansion of one-week classes, Goodman continued to expand on the
multi-year curriculum concepts which she had first developed with NAT in the early-1980s.
Whereas those previous three-year projects had taken place at the NAT facility for only a
handful of students and focused on various world cultures throughout history (Hieronymus,
1983d), Goodman used the occasion of Tennessee’s 1996 Bicentennial to flip the script
completely with a new program called “Journeys into Your Community.” Spanning 1995-1998,
the innovative “Journeys” program was a partnership with three area middle schools which
allowed multiple classrooms of children to participate in interactive events that focused on
elements of Middle Tennessee history including Cherokee history, the Trail of Tears, and
Nashville’s involvement in the Civil War. Students took walking tours of the city to meet actors
who presented oral history accounts of these subjects, as well as used theatre skills to create
their own presentations based on what they learned. Goodman explained:
If we take the kids out of the classroom to the real world, they’re in a strange place and
that loosens the imagination for even a stranger world…. What they were getting was
sensory experiences – new sights, new sounds. If I can knock them a little off balance,
then we’ve got the battle licked (Long, 1997, p. 4B).
Goodman and team also planned to make their lesson plans and curriculum available for other
teachers to use following the project’s completion at NCT, but the primary focus was on the
classes’ impact on kids. “The end product, we hope, is that these students realize that a
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neighborhood is a dynamic place. There are ways to shape your neighborhood and get things
done. Drama is always dealing with a vision bigger than ourselves” (Long, 1997, p. 4B).
ASSITEJ/USA at NCT
With the decade (and century, and millennium) drawing to a close, the Children’s
Theatre was given yet another form of external validation for its artistic leadership beyond just
rising ticket sales. Despite the misstep of presenting Really Rosie at the 1978 International
Congress, NCT and ASSITEJ (both the international and American organizations) had maintained
a close partnership, including having Ann Hill serve as Executive Secretary for ASSITEJ/USA for
six years. Scot Copeland attended his first International Congress in 1993 in Stockholm, Sweden,
and had over time become a trusted voice in the organization’s discussions on the leadership
level (in much the same way he was a sought after resource in Nashville theatre circles). “He
genuinely believed it was his responsibility to participate in the larger conversation,” explains
René Copeland.
He was always a part of AATE and ASSITEJ. He was always… work[ing] his way up to be
officers and a leader…. He felt like… he owed it to what he thought was important, to
make sure that he did what he could to make those organizations valuable.” (Copeland
interview #2)
In 1999, reflecting the level of artistic credibility and esteem that had been garnered
through his 14 years of hard work at NCT, Scot Copeland was appointed President of
ASSITEJ/USA for the first of two consecutive terms (1999-2005). In an email, current TYA/USA
(formerly ASSITEJ/USA) President Jonathan Shmidt Chapman noted “His service during these
terms revolutionized both national efforts as well as U.S. participation in international
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conversations and gatherings” (J.S. Chapman, personal communication, September 8, 2020).
René Copeland recalls what she heard about Scot’s leadership from his peers:
He could read political tea leaves really, really well. And I know that, in all of his work
with the national organizations that he was on Boards of over the years and some of
those people that became lifelong friends… they were like “You would not believe how
good Scot was at just sitting in a meeting and some conference and just playing that
Tennessee boy like he maybe didn’t really know much, but then before you knew it, he
had the whole room agreeing with him.” (Copeland interview #1)
The Presidency was not just a sign of further legitimacy for Copeland, but also for NCT
itself. Due to the ASSITEJ/USA policy that its office be located at the home theatre of its sitting
President, Nashville Children’s Theatre was now effectively the symbolic headquarters for
Theatre for Young Audiences in the United States. Understandably, this honor carried with it
added responsibility for the staff. To meet these new needs, a recently added part-time
Administrative Assistant, Steve Bianchi, was asked to shoulder the load. Having initially been
hired to answer phones during weekday mornings and occasionally make appearances as the
NCT dragon on weekends, Bianchi suddenly found himself coordinating logistics for an entire
industry.
They were like, “Hey, we can bring you on as a full-time employee with those benefits, if
you’re game to do NCT work half the time, and [ASSITEJ/USA] work.” And I was like,
“Yes, I’m game for that….” I oversaw the production of the Marquee which was a
directory ASSITEJ/USA created…. I also coordinated with the Board members to arrange
the Board meetings…. But overall, it was a grand time, and those people are lovely…. It
certainly was good for NCT within the TYA community because, many people will say
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that under Scot’s leadership, that was some of the best years of the organization. So,
that was awesome. (interview with Steve Bianchi on June 18, 2020, hereafter referred
to as Bianchi interview)
New Changes in Leadership Structure
With such respectability surrounding the organization, all aspects of the theatre’s
operations on a growth trajectory, and a budget of now over $500,000 dollars annually (DuBois,
1998), it was obvious that NCT had emerged from its necessary, self-imposed period of austerity
begun early in the decade. Naturally, this led to reconsidering a leadership decision which had
been made in the shadow of those events; downsizing had called for a single executive, but
growth invited a return to Copeland’s preferred structure of dual leadership. René Copeland
recalls:
That whole gap, [Scot] was always hoping they would find a Managing Director. He
understood, as most of us do, that doing two jobs is hard for your brain and it probably
means you’re not doing both jobs to the best of your ability. In a way, it was… very
rejuvenating artistically. All that time period, he really did some great work, but always
aware that a good Managing Director would make this even better (Copeland interview
#2)
The company needed an administrator to shepherd it through further expansion, and
the ideal candidate had already walked through the door. During the 1995 run of Ramayana, a
graduate student from Arizona State University named Allison Dillon interned with the company
(Brewer interview #2; Nashville Academy Theatre, 1995); following her graduation, Dillon
moved to New York City where she worked in development for The New 42nd Street, a “nonprofit organization charged with the redevelopment of 42nd Street’s historic theatres” (“Arts
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Huntsville Staff”, n.d.). When the search began once again for a new Managing Director, the
former intern quickly won the position. Dan Brewer recalls that Dillon’s existing familiarity with
the organization was a positive for her hiring (Brewer interview #2), while René Copeland
inversely feels that the theatre’s familiarity with Dillon helped her as well.
I think you can attribute that gap [between Managing Directors] to the sense that
finding just the right person is important and having the wrong person is worse than not
having one…. By the time Allison came on board, [Scot] was very convinced that she
was the right person, and they had a pretty spectacular partnership there for a while.
(Copeland interview #2)
An unfortunate side-effect of adding a Managing Director to the staff again was the
necessity of retiring another staff position to better redirect those company resources. As part
of the restructuring, Teddy Giles’s position of Associate Artistic Director concluded following the
1998/1999 season (just weeks before Managing Director Dillon would begin work). Having
acted in over 70 NAT/NCT shows and directed over a dozen more, and only a year after making
his Broadway debut in the workshop of an upcoming new Laurie Brooks play (The Match Girl’s
Gift) ahead of its official premiere at NCT, the longtime company icon and frequent bearer of
the dragon costume was informed that his full-time role would end (DuBois, 1999; Wibking,
1998b). Giles took a contract the next season with a theatre in Bristol, TN (where several
NCT/HOT tours had performed), and local press proclaimed “When Teddy Giles empties his desk
at NCT, he will be leaving behind a legacy of great performances…. There goes The Reluctant
Dragon. The children of Bristol may not know it yet, but they’ve just hit the jackpot” (DuBois,
1999, p. 29). Though Giles returned to perform a few individual shows over the next few
seasons, his relationship with NCT was permanently affected; by 2002, motivated by a
combination of family and health circumstances, Giles returned to his hometown of Houston, TX
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and has not returned to NCT again. He still recalls his two decades fondly though, saying “I felt
like I knew a good thing when I found it, and I was happy…. We believed it so much. We… were
headed in the same direction. Put quality work on that damn stage…. And it felt wonderful”
(Giles interview).
Grand Ann Day
As one NCT icon left the picture, another company icon (Ann Hill) was once again thrust
into the spotlight, this time as the centerpiece of a new fundraising event. After several years,
The Quest (a beloved, recurring NCT fundraiser) was being retired for logistical reasons. The
Quest had been an annual scavenger hunt involving teams of donor-patrons using clues to find
actors hiding throughout the city of Nashville; the first team to find all the actors and return to
NCT would win a substantial prize like a trip to Walt Disney World. “It took a lot of work, and
the first couple of times, it was kind of fun” explains Dan Brewer. “But then it got out of hand….
It never made a lot of money…. It basically had to be killed because it was killing the staff and it
wasn’t making any money. So… it ran its course” (Brewer interview #1).
To replace the popular Quest event, Board members Jean Stumpf and Betty Gwinn
conceived of a special performance that harkened back somewhat to the long-abandoned Ice
Cream Carnival tradition. Initially dubbed “Grandparents Day,” Stumpf and Gwinn’s event called
for an exclusive showing of a regular season performance which would only be open to donors
and their grandchildren; the performance would also include an ice cream reception, during
which an important volunteer or donor would be recognized for their contributions to NCT. For
the inaugural event in November of 1999, Ann Hill was designated as the first Grandparents Day
honoree; somewhere along that process, the celebration was thus renamed “Grand Ann Day”
(Nashville Children’s Theatre, 1999). Though other important figures would be celebrated at the
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annual event in years to come, including both Stumpf and Gwinn (Bryant, 2005) as well as well
as legendary (and by then retired) theatre critic Clara Hieronymus, the name “Grand Ann Day”
remained unchanged for roughly a decade.
Such fundraising meshed well with the new Managing Director’s strengths, having just
come from a development position in New York herself. Due to NCT’s most recent Development
Director, Ann Cox, having left the company at the end of the 1998/1999 season, the company’s
Board of Trustees were also keen to bring Dillon aboard for her prowess in that area. “She was
both… Managing Director and Development Director,” explains Steve Bianchi. “[The Board]
hired Allison in to do both roles” (Bianchi interview). A unified management and development
vision would help propel the theatre forward into future projects and goals, assisted by the NCT
Board’s own growth and evolution over recent years.
Strategic Planning at the Start of the Millennium
By the turn of the millennium, the NCT Board had changed in its essential make-up so
significantly that it bore little (if any) resemblance to the assemblage of just 20 years earlier. As
intended by the reorganization efforts of the late-1980s, all longtime volunteers had long-since
rotated off and gradually been replaced with a more diverse group that brought a variety of
connections. Many of these new trustees were first introduced to NCT via partnership with the
local Young Leaders Council (Rosenberg interview), while other newcomers were sought out
directly for their expertise or influence (or both). Among the volunteer leadership of the late1990s/early-2000s could be found Metro Schools’ Assistant Superintendent Dr. Aldorothy
Wright, arts advocate (and wife of Metro’s Vice-Mayor) Cindy Steine, and former state
legislator/Metro mayoral candidate Bill Purcell. This new volunteer leadership, combined with
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the new Managing Director, began undertaking strategic planning efforts to determine the
theatre’s next move.
The dawn of the new millennium soon brought plenty of change to every aspect of
NCT’s world. On the broadest scale, new dynamics of communication and interpersonal
relations were felt worldwide due to the increasing ubiquity of the internet, while Americans
also grappled with new cultural norms in a post-9/11 world. Nashville specifically had been
growing quickly throughout the 1990s; the year 2000 saw Davidson County’s population cross
the 750k mark for the first time and continue growing at a rate of at least 2% annually, a trend
which maintains through to the present day (“Nashville Metro Area…”, 2020). Within the NCT
staff, a noticeable amount of turnover in the early 2000s (including Education Director Martha
Goodman and Marketing Director Sallie Mayne, among others) similarly left the organization’s
work environment reflecting the uncertain nature of the world around it.
Archived records from NCT’s strategic planning efforts throughout the early-2000s show
that a great deal of effort was put towards in-depth analysis of the changing demographics in
Metro Davidson County as well as many of the surrounding counties; statistical information for
household incomes, ethnicity, age, and gender were scrutinized on a zip code and even
neighborhood level. The organization’s core values and mission statement were evaluated and
adjusted as necessary. Key weaknesses and areas of opportunity were discussed across multiple
planning sessions, as is typical of such a process. An early draft of the 2003 strategic plan
outlines several of the company’s key findings in determining its course ahead. Amongst the
chief external factors with which NCT leaders felt they had to grapple were changes in
educational standards that led teachers to pursue fewer field trips, technology trends which had
begun to shift how youth consumed their media, more options for family entertainment in the
area, and economic issues arising from recent events which were impacting traditional funding
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sources. The recommended plans of action resulting from this planning honed-in on some fairly
predictable items for a nonprofit theatre, including ways to rethink artistic planning, retooling
the education program’s offerings, and goals for increasing marketing efforts. Other action
points which stood out from the rest, however, included finally pursuing Copeland’s goal of
stronger focus on weekend performances, diversifying the company’s donor base, and a
particular emphasis on the NCT building with a goal to “devise a long range plan for future
expansion and facility growth” (Nashville Children’s Theatre, draft “Strategic Plan 2003” internal
document, 11/5/03).
Artistic Success in the Early 2000s
Throughout its planning process, the Children’s Theatre continued to receive critical
acclaim while producing exceptional artistic work, and plenty of it. For the occasion of the
organization’s 70th anniversary, NCT planned its fullest season ever, with Managing Director
Dillon declaring “We’re celebrating seven decades with seven productions” (Vozza, 2001, p. 82).
Critic Kevin Nance described 2002’s The Arkansaw Bear as “lively and at times overpoweringly
poignant… directed with a clear-eyed yet intensely poetic sensibility” (Nance, 2002, p. 2B), and
declared that 2004’s Treasure Island contained “enough [excitement] to make a fellow nearly
faint from sheer joy” (Nance, 2004, p. 2B). For critics and audiences alike, Nashville Children’s
Theatre was a beloved local treasure to talk about. Theatre critic Amy Stumpfl recalls her first
introduction to the company upon moving to town, not through a performance, but by word of
mouth.
I just remember everyone had an NCT story. If I mentioned it to my neighbors or
coworkers or eventually my editors, everyone had a story. They’d either been there
themselves as a child, or they’d brought their own kids, and everyone was eager to kind
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of share that story. “Oh, I remember the first time I went to NCT” or “I remember this
or that,” and so I was immediately struck, especially since I had not been in the
community that long myself, that I was immediately taken with the idea that this is very
much a part of the community. Everyone has a sense of ownership on this, and I think
that’s continued to be the case. (Interview with Amy Stumpfl on July 1, 2020, hereafter
referred to as Stumpfl interview)
The early-2000’s also saw a shift in NCT’s collaborations with other theatres. On one
hand the touring adventures of Dragonlips and the NCT/HOT partnership were beginning to
wind down. “The deep dark secret also that people need to realize is that tours don’t make
money,” explains Dan Brewer.
The van eventually broke down, and you had to decide “Is it worth the money to repair
it and have a van for touring or let it go?” Eventually, we chose not to tour any more for
many reasons, a lot of them financial. (Brewer interview #1),
On the other hand, despite decreasing HOT collaborations, NCT’s work with other area
companies increased dramatically. The 2000/2001 season saw NCT partner with Nashville Ballet
to revive the dance company’s hit production of Dracula for youth field trip performances at the
Children’s Theatre facility. In the 2003/2004 season, Amun-Ra Theatre co-produced their world
premiere of Before the People Came with NCT in the Cooney Playhouse, while René Copeland’s
Mockingbird Public Theatre followed next in the Cooney space to co-produce the regional
premiere of Laurie Brooks’s edgy teenage drama, The Wrestling Season.
It just seemed like it would be an awesome experiment that would [be] beneficial to
both companies and kinda open some eyes…. People who came to Wrestling Season…
would understand more about how theatre for young audiences really was supposed to
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function. And vice-versa. Someone coming as a teenager to see something like that
would see “Well, there are some theatres beyond, you know… for older people that
actually has something to say to me.” So, it just seemed like it would actually have a
good energy about it and accomplish something really worth seeing. (Copeland
interview #1)
The artistic growth and respect garnered by the organization led to one more unexpected honor
which would serve as a final catalyst for a sorely needed change.
The Time Magazine Article
In 2004, journalist Richard Zoglin undertook writing a piece for Time Magazine about the
changing TYA landscape, prompted by Children’s Theatre Company in Minneapolis, MN being
the first children’s theatre to win a Tony award for Best Regional Theatre. “And [CTC Artistic
Director] Peter Brosius told the reporter, ‘If you really want to know about children’s theatre,
don’t just talk to me. You need to talk to these other theatres’” (Bianchi interview). René
Copeland adds:
The story I heard was that [Peter]’s the one who said to Time Magazine “You need to go
check out Scot Copeland, see what he’s doing in Nashville.” Because Scot had been a
part of the national conversation, and so everyone understood he was… he’d really
become a pretty important voice on a national level. (Copeland interview #2)
Prompted by Brosius’s advice, Zoglin visited NCT (still the ASSITEJ/USA headquarters at
the time), as well as a number of other TYA companies throughout the country; when his article
ran in November of 2004, it included quotes from Copeland and references to NCT’s recent
productions of The Wrestling Season and a new musical version of Tom Sawyer among other
things. The article also included a secondary article/list which ranked the top five TYA
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companies in the country, including Nashville Children’s Theatre ranked at number four (Zoglin,
2004). The company’s reaction was ecstatic. Dan Brewer recalls:
It was a huge boost because the theatre is always trying to ballyhoo and toot its horn,
saying “Look, we are a nationally-recognized organization.” And to have a boost like
that with Time Magazine, being listed among the top five theatres in the country… [it’s]
a coup for fundraising, for marketing. (Brewer interview #2)
The excitement and publicity generated by the Time article also opened the door for attempting
a major strategic goal for the company. Steve Bianchi remembers “once that happened, that
was when kinda the leadership realized ‘Look, we’ve been talking forever that we need a new
building. We’re not gonna get a platform as big as this again. So, we better start pushing now’”
(Bianchi interview).
The Capital Campaign
Once a proud icon of the growing TYA field and a monument to the possibilities of
determined volunteer advocacy, the Nashville Children’s Theatre facility had over time become
woefully outdated, insufficient for the organization’s needs, and something of an eyesore in an
area of town equally in need of attention. “It was a government building, where we were doing
theatre,” remembers actress/teaching artist Rona Carter. “There were ages of times when we
were tripping over uneven boards and trying to navigate holes… the ceiling was leaking…. I’d
have to put a bucket someplace and decorate it because there was stuff coming in” (Carter
interview). Dan Brewer echoed the sentiment that the almost half-century-old building, a
cobbled-together mixture of 1960s institutional design and an adjacent antebellum
schoolbuilding, was less than awe-inspiring. “It was built very inexpensively with cinder block. I
mean, there were no windows. It looked like a bunker” (Brewer interview #1).

115
In contrast, an early draft of the 2003 Strategic plan had included very specific notes on
visions for the future of the facility. “We want the theatre experience to begin the moment the
child or adult sees our building. We want to inspire the imagination of everyone within sight of
our building,” reads one line before enumerating more concrete goals such as making the
building more accessible, creating more classroom space for the education department, and
“establish[ing] community space to foster relationships with and between families” (Nashville
Children’s Theatre, internal document, 2003). Such lofty dreams would require massive funding,
something that two people were well-poised to help the Children’s Theatre acquire.
For one, with her business acumen and experience in development with the 42nd Street
Project, Managing Director Allison Dillon was tailor-made for just such an endeavor. “One of the
big deals with Allison coming in was to be a point-person in that push to get the building
renovated,” explains Dan Brewer. “She was one of the big movers-and-shakers that… you know,
she rode herd, she was tough, but you have to [be] for that kind of project” (Brewer interview
#2). Actor Henry Haggard echoes that sentiment, saying “[the Board] brought Allison in to get…
that capital fund-drive going and to build it. And, man, [they] couldn’t have picked better in
most aspects of somebody to build that machine” (Haggard interview). Beginning in 2005,
Dillon harnessed the community’s existing goodwill toward NCT, along with the additional buzz
generated by the recent Time article, to embark on a massive capital campaign toward a $6.7
million renovation of the theatre’s facility. “This capital campaign will provide much-needed
upgrades to our 46-year-old building,” declared campaign materials, “and it will make an impact
that extends far beyond bricks and mortar – it will impact the future character of our children
and community” (Nashville Children’s Theatre, 2006, p. 12).
The second key individual in the effort was a former Board of Trustees member who had
recused himself from NCT leadership after successfully campaigning to become Metro
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Nashville’s Mayor: The Honorable Bill Purcell. “It was always clear to me that the Nashville
Children’s Theatre… was one of the great civic jewels that we had, and it was the City’s building
and the City’s obligation to do something about it,” explains Purcell. “The NCT investments
most directly resulted from my focus on Rolling Mill Hill.” Rolling Mill Hill was a neighborhood
name for the area of downtown Nashville in which NCT resides; for decades, the area had fallen
into disrepair, and was being eyed for redevelopment by out-of-state investors. When the
investors’ deal fell through, Mayor Purcell began to visualize other opportunities for revitalizing
the area as a civic undertaking. Many of the buildings surrounding the NCT facility (such as the
Howard School Building, the Methodist Hospital building, and the majority-portion of Lindsley
Hall not occupied by the Children’s Theatre) had been acquired during preceding decades by the
Metro Government, but were in significant need of refurbishment.
It became apparent to me that there was an opportunity to redo the public land of
Rolling Mill Hill in mostly private partnerships for residential and commercial
development, and also redevelop the large public campus that is the Howard School
Campus, now called the Fulton Complex. (Interview with Hon. Bill Purcell on June 26,
2020, hereafter referred to as Purcell interview)
Seizing upon the opportunity, NCT began to collaborate with city officials on a grand plan to
completely redesign both the Children’s Theatre facility and Metro’s government campus
surrounding it.
It was in that context that I began thinking about all that we could and should do. And,
of course, Scot and the NCT Board were then involved in thinking together about it, but
that was the process that led up to ultimately the shared plans that caused the major
redevelopment…. At a time when we were investing in the arts in some specific ways,
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that there was an opportunity and, I felt, an obligation that it would be available to the
broadest cross-section of the City of Nashville. And when you’re thinking about that,
there’s… no artistic endeavor in the City of Nashville serves the cross-section of people
and geographies and neighborhoods, public and private, choose your yardstick! No one
serves as broad a cross-section as the Nashville Children’s Theatre. (Purcell interview)
“I know that having Bill Purcell as Mayor was key” recalls René Copeland.
Scot had to work hard to persuade everybody that a capital campaign at that time was
the time to do it. Like, “do it now while we can get this money from the city….” Scot
was really good with politicians, and I know that Bill admired Scot a lot. (Copeland
interview #2)
Over the course of two years, NCT committed itself to the massive undertaking of
raising funds from individual donors, corporate sponsors, and through ongoing negotiations
with Metro officials. A great deal of push-and-pull went into decisions regarding exactly how
NCT’s space would expand and exist on the new Metro Fulton Campus; debates over how best
to use each piece of the property had to take into account not only current use of the land, but
future use as well.
The space between NCT’s facility and nearby Middleton Street became an object of
heavy debate. Dan Brewer explains “there were some councilpersons that wanted to have
control over that land for future buildings and offices and stuff. And it became kind of a merry
war about parking” (Brewer interview #2). Mayor Purcell’s influence eventually ensured that
the space would remain theatre parking; his office saw to it that no infrastructure would be put
in place to accommodate future building on that portion of the campus (Interview with Kathryn
Colegrove on July 7, 2020, hereafter referred to as Colegrove interview). With the land officially
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designated for parking, Metro planners began insisting the lot be made as large as possible,
therefore rejecting NCT’s plans for a deeper unloading zone for school busses. In response,
NCT’s architects added a structural oddity, a fire-escape tower detached several feet from the
building and connected only by an open-air, second-story walkway; this tower effectively
increased the space required for the building’s safety measures… and also gave cover for the
inclusion of an expanded unloading zone (Brewer interview #2).
Bus parking figured into another element of the campus redesign as a concession to the
Metro Government. For over four decades, busses had arrived along a street which ran
between NCT and the Howard School Building from Lindsley Avenue to Middleton Street. As a
result, for a brief period each day, the arriving and departing school busses would line-up not
only along the front of NCT, but in front of Lindsley Hall as well, much to the apparent
consternation of the Metro Planning Commission which resided there. “The Planning
Commission did not like our busses in the front,” explains Lorna Turner.
Even though they wouldn’t block the crosswalk, they didn’t like it. I had a lady come out
there and chew me out, and she said, “If I had a knife, I’d slash every one of these bus
tires….” The complex didn’t like us at that time too much. We were in their way.
(Turner interview)
To ease the issue, the campus was redesigned with NCT to have its own entrance for busses on
Middleton St. This new driveway would allow busses to not only arrive without blocking access
to other buildings, but also remain parked during performances rather than be forced to leave
and return. Turner notes “I know they were happy when they got those busses out of their
area, you know. Which I can’t blame them. Gosh, it was great for us too” (Turner interview).
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Loss of the Cooney Playhouse
Another important element of the building’s redesign came from Metro’s desire to
reunify the entirety of Lindsley Hall and further appease the Planning Commission. Mayor
Purcell recalls there “was a desire by everyone to have a clear delineation about where the
theatre was and where Lindsley Hall was.” An agreement was reached which allowed NCT to
occupy even more of the campus on the north end (the Middleton St. side) for a new Education
and Administrative wing, while the theatre would in turn cede occupancy of its portion of
Lindsley Hall to the Metro government. The Mayor’s initial plans, which sadly never came to
fruition, intended for Lindsley Hall to become the new home of the Metro Action Commission, a
body responsible for administering Headstart and Pre-Kindergarten programs.
The vision had been all about kids, all about youth, all about that in that space… you
would’ve felt as though whenever you came to that corner of that campus, that
whatever you were… why-ever you were there, it would have been about youth.
(Purcell interview).
With the concession of vacating Lindsley Hall, the Children’s Theatre also had to let go of
the attached Cooney Playhouse. Actor Henry Haggard remarked:
I really just loved [to] play in that space.… I mourned that more than I would have
thought I would have. You know, just from basic sentimentality, but there was times I
was like “Oh, we’ve got this fancy theatre, which is awesome, don’t get me wrong, but
I… man, I miss the quirkiness of the Cooney.” (Haggard interview)
In its final years before reverting to Metro control, the Cooney Playhouse witnessed
several notable works in NCT’s 21st century repertoire. Aside from playing host to the
Mockingbird Public Theatre/NCT collaboration on The Wrestling Season, the black box space
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also played host to two very important premieres. 2004’s Puss in Boots was an update of Moses
Goldberg’s 1991 participation piece for younger audiences; Goldberg, a well-known and prolific
playwright within the participation play sub-genre, came to NCT to direct his works in the
Cooney on multiple occasions in the early-2000s and specifically picked it as the venue to
premiere the updated version of his Puss script. Also of note is that Puss in Boots marked NCT’s
final HOT touring partnership.
The final production in the Cooney Playhouse occurred later that season with a
reworking of one of Scot Copeland’s personal passion projects. Since its original debut as a
troubadour production for Homecoming ’86, Copeland had continued to tinker with his script
for Colonel Tom Tennessee’s Marvelous Medicine Show. It was revived under that title as a
mainstage show in 1996 but came to the Cooney Playhouse in early 2005 with substantial
rewrites and a new title: Jack’s Tale. Copeland’s ongoing work on the piece would continue for
another decade, but the 2005 version is noteworthy for many of the innovations it first
featured. In its new incarnation, the carnival-barker-esque Col. Tom was entirely done away
with as the central character; the new story simply centered around folk hero Jack (a sidecharacter in the original play) and blended his sundry, episodic legends into a singular, cohesive
narrative. Additionally, the show now featured a collaboration with composer and musician
Paul Carrol Binkley who co-wrote several original songs with Copeland, evolving the play into a
full-blown musical. René Copeland recalls:
Artistically, [Scot and Paul] were very much in sync about that show…. They worked
together many times over the years, but I don’t think I ever saw two artists inspire each
other to be perfect at what they’re doing more than the inspiration they gave each
other working on Jack’s Tale. (Copeland interview #2)
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Jack’s Tale would continue to evolve into a signature piece of NCT’s over the next decade, and it
was a particularly auspicious way for the Cooney Playhouse to end its tenure with Nashville
Children’s Theatre.
The Renovation Years
Beyond negotiations with the city over the land and facilities surrounding the theatre,
NCT staff also worked closely with architects to design a space that would best meet their (and
their patrons’) needs. “It really was an opportunity to make smart choices” recalls Dan Brewer.
“The architect was really good. We had lots and lots of meetings with them going ‘How do you
do your work? So we can figure out how to construct the spaces that serve how a theatre
works.’” Plans centered around preserving the original auditorium and backstage space as well
as the 1970s scene shop addition. A newly-expanded lobby space and an entirely new wing
containing classrooms, offices, and a rehearsal hall (which could double as an event space) were
added in an L-shaped addition to the existing structure, a move which greatly saved on costs and
allowed the theatre to pursue a lower fundraising goal (Brewer interview #2).
Excitement abounded as work commenced on the renovations and was only furthered
by another critical artistic success for NCT in 2005 and 2006. As one of the first TYA companies
to acquire the rights (following The Coterie theatre in Kansas City), Nashville Children’s Theatre
scored a smash hit with Seussical: The Musical. Actress Rona Carter, who played “Lazy Mayzie”
in the show, remembers “they were scalping tickets in the parking lot because we were sold out
the entire weekend runs. From the moment they opened to the moment we ended, you
couldn’t get a ticket. And we were packing ‘em in” (Carter interview).
Nonetheless, performing and working in a building being actively renovated was
challenging during the nearly two-year process. Construction work was done daily, regardless of
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whether it was disruptive to performances. “Maddening” is how actor Henry Haggard describes
the experience, “a lot of subtle comic points… could be ruined by a jackhammer pretty easily”
(Haggard interview). Rona Carter concurred:
It was very difficult during the building of it because we were still performing…. You
could barely hear us onstage because they were constantly working… there would be
drilling and blowing-up things and the whole building would shake. And the kids… you
could hear them audibly trying to stay with the production because…. Man, that went
on for, like, two seasons of that. Sometimes it was better, sometimes it was worse, but
that was difficult going through the transitions. (Carter interview)
Administrative and Education staff, whose previous office spaces had already been cobbled
together during earlier periods of expansion, found themselves working in equally trying
conditions when construction displaced them. As renovation gradually encroached on NCT’s
existing makeshift offices, the rehearsal space in Lindsley Hall was utilized as a temporary office
bullpen until the new offices were completed and ready to occupy (Bianchi interview).
Throughout it all, Scot Copeland remained integrally involved with the building process. “He felt
very strongly that there needed to be input around how it was done,” remembers René
Copeland.
He took a daily interest in that, and the people who were in charge welcomed it…. They
got to be good friends and respected his opinions about all that. So, genuinely, by the
time that building opened, he had been in every nook and cranny of it, overseeing,
making sure it would work…. He didn’t go away and then come back when the building
was done and say “Oh, look what they built for me!” He felt like he helped build it, and
he wasn’t really wrong. (Copeland interview #2)
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The displacement reached its apex as the 2007/2008 season began, forcing NCT to
produce its season-opener, The Witch of Blackbird Pond, entirely off-site. Perhaps ironically, the
Children’s Theatre found another recently renovated theatre space in which to perform during
that time, partnering with nearby Belmont University to produce the show in that institution’s
newly overhauled Troutt Theatre. Dan Brewer remembers “We were the guinea pigs for lots of
their production systems: lights, sound, draperies… ‘cause it’s basically a lecture hall. So, that
was pretty astonishing.” The partnership also allowed NCT to incorporate Belmont’s theatre
students into the production for learning credit instead of Equity wages, enabling the company
to produce a show with a larger-than-typical cast during a time when financial resources were
largely already dedicated toward the new building (Brewer interview #2). Henry Haggard recalls
an unexpected side effect of working in the brand-new Troutt Theatre space. “It also kind of
provided a unique peek into when our facility was finished, what life was gonna be like. It was
like, ‘Yeah, we’re gonna have modern restrooms and plumbing that works’” (Haggard interview).
When the new space was completed in December 2007, Allison Dillon, Scot Copeland,
Mayor Purcell, and the NCT Board leadership had a remarkable new space to show for their
tireless efforts. The industrial design of the 1960 building was gone and had been replaced with
“an actual theatre. A beautiful place to do beautiful plays,” noted Rona Carter.
Everybody had an office… so the staff must’ve felt pretty darn good. Education now had
actual classrooms…. They were beautiful…. What I was most proud of is the lobby. The
people coming through there now came into a place that was beautiful. It was designed
for children to walk through there with costume designs and beautiful colors, and lights,
and places to put pictures, and those beautiful new windows in the front letting all that
light in, and the benches. I know Scot and Allison were so proud of it.… I was so proud
of it…. All of a sudden… where the busses would pull up, now you have a walking space.
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You can sit out there and eat. There’s walls. There’s places to wander, and it was a
beautiful place now. It was now a theatre. (Carter interview)
The company had achieved its aspiration of a new building once again, and none too soon.
Along with the rest of the country, NCT was about to face a period of exceptional financial
tumult as America’s Great Recession began.
NCT: 2008-2019
Expansion of Public Performances
The opening of its new facility predictably coincided with an enormous burst of activity
and further growth by the Children’s Theatre. Eager to show off the beautiful new building,
plans for the upcoming 2008/2009 season finally began to include a greatly expanded weekend
performance series which would allow families to see shows almost any Saturday and Sunday of
a performance run. Prior to the new season beginning, the summer (typically a time when no
shows were produced due to school closures) also featured a Summer Repertory Series in which
two shows from the past season played in rotation. “The theatre often receives inquiries at this
time of year from parents, tourists and others looking for ways to spend time with their
children,” Allison Dillon explained to the Tennessean. “In the past, all [NCT] could do was point
them toward the fall season.”
We’ve wanted to this in the past, but, in part because we haven’t had the space, we
haven’t had the ability to…. We needed room for brush-up rehearsals and places to
store sets. And now with our recent renovation and expansion, we’re finally able to say
“Here’s our summer schedule.” (Soltes, 2008, p. 4N)
Engagement for public performances was also greatly expanding; it wasn’t just a show that
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families were coming to, it was often an experience. Special post-show activities began to
become commonplace, such as a demonstration “that explains how special effects from the
show [Frankenstein], such as dismembered body parts moving, were created and executed”
(“More West End…”, 2008, p. 5J). Another such event featured a panel discussion following a
performance of Most Valuable Player (about the life of Jackie Robinson); the panel, which
focused on Robinson’s legacy, included two former Negro League baseball players, the director
of a nonprofit which sought to bring baseball to inner-city youth, and two current MLB players
including Murfreesboro-native David Price (Deville, 2008; Lewis, 2008). Pre-show activities also
began to appear as NCT partnered with national retailer Target to provide special activity days
before certain performances (“Children’s Theatre creates…”, 2008).
Expansion of Education Programming
Performances weren’t the only aspect seeing an increase in engagement. The NCT
Education Department, having been under the leadership of Julee Baber since the 2005/2006
season, was also seeking new ways to connect with students, even as they already maxed-out
the brand-new education wing. “Once the ed wing was completed, we filled it but didn’t have a
lot of room to grow more, just had dedicated space,” explains Baber-Brooks.
We crashed the registration system when over 900 families tried to register in the first 4
minutes! I wrote the crisis communications myself, and then we hosted in person
registration like a telethon in the lobby for hours a few weeks later leading to another
heavily waitlisted summer. (J. Baber-Brooks, personal communication, September 16,
2020)
Nonetheless, Baber began seeking out new partnerships and new curriculum to supplement the
company’s existing classes. Accessibility became a heavy priority amongst these new efforts.

126
The company’s long-standing relationship with the Tennessee School for the Blind was utilized
to begin including their students in standard NCT classes when possible, and new curriculum
was designed through Vanderbilt University’s Kennedy Center (no connection to Washington
DC’s Kennedy Center) TRIAD program to both include students on the Autism spectrum in
neurotypical classes as well as develop Autism-specific courses (for those who would not be best
served by inclusion). Financial accessibility also took prominence as the Education Department’s
scholarship program was redefined and refined into the “FAM” (or Family Access Membership)
program. Despite record demand for classes, 10% of enrollment was regularly reserved for
students in low-income families who received financial assistance for class tuition (J. BaberBrooks, personal communication, September 16, 2020).
The Education Department’s summer student productions had also undergone some
changes in recent years. Under Braden Bell, Education Director between Goodman and Baber,
the program had been renamed once again, this time as “The Actor’s Conservatory”; this name
was more in keeping with Bell’s emphasis on a different teaching style. Teaching Artist Rona
Carter recalls that under Bell’s leadership, “we would do Master Classes. I was doing Alexander
technique, or Meisner or… we would also do Shakespeare.… He would challenge us to come up
with our own curriculum” (Carter interview). Under Brooks, the summer conservatory program
was reduced from four weeks to three weeks, a move which allowed the theatre to also include
two professional actors to participate in the performances and work with the students (“A
remarkable experience for both,” notes Baber) in addition to the professional director (J. BaberBrooks, personal communication, September 16, 2020).
New Support Groups
With plans for the expansion of weekend public performances finally coming to fruition,
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it became apparent that the theatre’s Front of House would need more of a workforce than the
occasional volunteer or staff member willing to help on random Saturday. Building on Education
Director Baber’s belief in youth leadership, NCT began employing students as ushers and in
customer service roles on weekends as part of what came to be known as the “Dragonkeeper”
program. Baber notes, “I wanted a program that would give our youth leadership and experience
in arts administration. A youth employment program made sense and is often a logical
complement to youth programs” (J. Baber-Brooks, personal communication, September 18,

2020). The Dragonkeepers (or “DKs”) would also be given specialized learning opportunities
through the theatre, providing internships and workshops that would integrate an educational
aspect. Not only did the presence of students publicly and visibly reinforce to visitors NCT’s
commitment toward educating and empowering youth, it also forged stronger ties with program
participants while providing many NCT students and other area youth their first work experience
in a safe and fun environment.
Voluntarily supplementing the Dragonkeeper workforce, another visibly notable
presence at NCT during this era was the return of its founding organization: The Junior League of
Nashville. After initially pushing NCT out of the nest to fly on its own in the late-1930s/early1940s, many Junior League members had continued participating in theatre operations for
decades. As time had passed, though, the Children’s Theatre’s volunteer corps had gradually
become less centered on the League and more around the specific individuals who had taken it
on as a personal avocation (such as Ann Hill, Ida Cooney, and the Old Girlfriends to name a few).
Though Junior League members were still welcome to earn their volunteer hours at NCT, the
relationship had become less-and-less formal across several decades before being revived in the
new millennium. Steve Bianchi recalls the League’s return:
There was not much of a relationship when I got there. And I do not recall what flipped
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the switch. My assumption is that Allison helped bring that back into place, to be
honest. And then… the Junior League was happy to be connected to us again in an
actual concrete way…. Once we had a set corps of annual Junior League volunteers who
had certain hours they had to accomplish, yeah. They gave us some woman-power that
we desperately needed to get things done. (Bianchi interview)
In addition to volunteering in traditional roles such as ushering and helping with special projects,
the League also contributed to the company in both material and leadership capacities. From a
material perspective, JLN had financially sponsored the creation of the Hill Auditorium’s new
Comfort Room during remodeling, as well offering grant funding to buy holiday decorations and
expand the Education Department’s in-school workshops (Fuss interview #1). In the leadership
realm, JLN resumed Board participation by appointing an ex-officio Trustee to help maintain the
two organizations’ connection and assist with fundraising and events (Colegrove interview).
The Great Recession
All these boosts in activity and participation helped prepare Nashville Children’s Theatre
for an external threat which faced everyone at the end of the decade. Beginning in late 2007, a
series of bankruptcies by major financial institutions kicked-off a period which came to the
called The Great Recession. Though its effects were felt globally, the event originated in and
was felt most prominently by the United States, and repercussions on the American economy
would be felt for years to come. Between 2007 and 2009, “hundreds of thousands of
Americans… suffered catastrophic financial losses…. The net worth of American households and
non-profits declined by more than 20 percent” (“Great Recession”, 2019, paragraphs 15 & 16).
On the front end, NCT had mostly dodged a bullet by concluding its capital campaign
before the major effects of the recession began to take effect locally. Dan Brewer recalls:
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We had good timing…. [Mayor Bill Purcell] was very instrumental in allocating the funds
for us… just before there was a recession and the economy tanked. But we were very
fortunate that His Honor got the monies in the budget and the project didn’t get tabled.
So, we were very, very fortunate that… ultimately the project took, happened. And
Allison Dillon, you know, she took a lot of heat for it, but she got it done. (Brewer
interview #2)
Nonetheless, as times became harder for everyone, the organization began to feel the
effects at its Box Office. Education Director Baber points out that one saving grace of the time
was how well camp and class enrollment was doing. “Revenue from field trips plummeted
during this time and family sales did not grow in the ways projected so the Education Program
kept the operation whole during this time” (J. Baber-Brooks, personal communication,
September 16, 2020). Kathryn Colegrove points out another critical element to NCT’s ability to
withstand the economic pressures of the day: its unique, ongoing partnership with the Metro
Government for use of their facility.
The hard fact is that NCT was in the black because it didn’t have to pay for its building,
and it actually didn’t have to pay for most of its utilities. I am sure that NCT would have
survived the recession either way, but because of that, NCT was able to continue
thriving (Colegrove interview)
Despite the inherent benefits of not having to account for facility costs, the growing recession
forced the organization to think creatively about its monies to survive. Then-new Board
Member Trayte Peters recalls one of her first meetings in which Copeland and the Board
discussed strategies to address the theatre’s cashflow woes.
The talk centered around “how are we going to stay afloat?” So, I remember… this very
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frank conversation during the meeting about, “Alright, are we gonna have to fire
people?... What of your staff is non-essential? What can we do to increase the flow of
money? What can we, you know, take away?” (Interview with Trayte Peters on July 21,
2020, hereafter referred to as Peters interview)
Ultimately, a temporary reduction in staff benefits enabled the company to carry on and
momentarily weather the Great Recession’s first waves without reducing either services or staff
(Peters interview).
Other External Threats of the New Millennium
The recession was not NCT’s only threat to contend with during the 2000s. Indeed,
other issues had been simmering throughout the decade which served to only compound
matters as the overall economy tanked. For one thing, the Children’s Theatre’s wonderful
relationship with local schools was beginning to show stress as the schools themselves began
feeling pressure to embrace new paradigms. Changes in educational testing standards and
expectations forced school administrators to begin significantly curtailing field trips, which put
NCT in the position of having to compete more stridently for students’ and teachers’ limited
allowance of precious field trip days. “When I first got there, they could go on as many field
trips as they wanted to,” explains Lorna Turner.
We never had to have the teachers to pick and choose where they were going…. They
didn’t have to limit, like, if they wanted to go to the pumpkin farm and come to see us….
Then it got down to where they could only do two field trips a year. (Turner interview)
Dan Brewer notes that the trend largely exacerbated under Metro Schools Director Garcia
during the early 2000s, who on one hand didn’t feel that artistic-based field trips were a
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justifiable necessity, yet also allowed and encouraged schools to take field trips to hockey
games.
[It was] not a very helpful atmosphere out there for the arts and for field trips, and
you’re constantly trying to justify, saying that “No. See, what we’re doing directly
affects curriculum.” And you have to go through and prove that this play coincides
specifically with this coursework… you have to be very intelligent with the Education
wing supporting the Artistic wing in selling your season to the school systems. (Brewer
interview #2)
A different (though somewhat connected) challenge, which began to loom greater than
ever during this period, could be referred to as the gatekeeper issue. While NCT consciously
began to increase public performances, and as school performances simultaneously became less
of a given, a new dynamic was emerging in how the theatre considered what sort of content to
present. Though the Children’s Theatre was no stranger to facing objections over material
which challenged its audiences, Copeland became aware that the identities and attitudes of
those in charge of determining whether or not to visit NCT, the “gatekeepers” as he called them,
were changing. René Copeland recalls:
I think [Scot] was aware that those things were actually getting more challenging and
not less. Which seems backwards. It seems like your community should start to get the
hang of it.… I think he was a little distressed at some of the response, for example, to
Jackie Robinson, the second time he did it, [public response] was more bigoted than the
first time…. He felt like he had to defend it against people who were expressing less
open-minded progressive opinions about it…. He felt progressive thinking towards
children’s theatre was actually not happening because the gatekeepers were becoming
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parents and grandparents rather than teachers and professional educators…. With each
passing year, it’s actually gonna be more and more challenging to do work that is
challenging for young audiences, because people are starting to get more and more
afraid. Funding for the schools is such that now, instead of three field trips a year, a
class can only take one … so that one, “it needs to be something fun and happy,” you
know, and “let’s not take them to see a sad play about losing a friend to death….” So
now, the gatekeepers are parents and grandparents and those parents might not have
the same training to understand, in the way that a teacher does, that actually this topic
for a sixth-grader is good. “Well, they’re my kid, I know.” And you can’t argue with
that. But what I’m saying is there is a sense of less-adventuresomeness, perhaps…. I
know he was sad that some years later, he knew he couldn’t do a Ramayana again. He
just couldn’t do it. There would be too many bigots going “That’s not Christian. We
shouldn’t be exposing our children to another religion!” That kind of thing…. I think it
made him kinda sad that culturally, we were kinda moving that way. (Copeland
interview #2)
The gatekeeper issue posed a problem that neatly intersected the artistic and financial
aspects of NCT’s work. Lorna Turner, who was by now solely responsible for handling all field
trip bookings, recalls discussing with Copeland the need to cater to local schools’ needs under
the new ethos, and how the Artistic Director began to plan in a way that would hopefully suit
both commercial and artistic needs.
I remember going to Scot, saying “You know, we’ve got to make this work for them
because… we’re honored that they choose us. We’ve got to live up to expectations.”
Which also meant that Scot couldn’t always do the shows that he wanted to do. He had
to do the “fluff-and-stuff,” as he called it. Then he would get to where “Okay, I’m doing
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the fluff-and-stuff. I’m gonna throw one in a season to where I know it might not do too
well, but it’s a challenge artistically. It’s a challenge and it needs to be out there.” It
was trying to stay on that… keeping them happy with the shows that we were doing
because it was getting where they had their choices. (Turner interview)
Turmoil Amongst Leadership
Amidst all the external economic pressures, Nashville Children’s Theatre also began to
feel a familiar internal tension as well. Despite their friendly beginnings, relations between
Copeland and Dillon had become strained, similar to the strain felt betwixt the Artistic Director
and his two previous Managing Directors.
It wasn’t a happy relationship anymore at that point…. I think there came a time she
and Scot did start to disagree about how certain things should be done, and when that
sets in…. It wasn’t like there was one big thing, not like a big fight or anything…. It felt
like a sort of an unravelling, a little bit over time. Who’s gonna really have the final say
on some of these things that they disagree about…. They were both very smart, very
strong-willed, very opinionated people. So, I guess, eventually, there’s a chance that we
might start butting heads. (Copeland interview #2)
In June 2009, Allison Dillon resigned from NCT; Steve Bianchi, who had been promoted to
Marketing Director in 2004, was appointed to serve in her place as Interim Managing Director
while a search was conducted for Dillon’s permanent replacement (interview with Alicia Fuss on
July 10, 2020, hereafter referred to as Fuss interview #1).
Dan Brewer partly credits the rising tension between Dillon and Copeland to have begun
prior to the capital campaign, citing again the age-old argument over highly-profitable Cooney
participation shows versus more artistically-driven mainstage shows (Brewer interview #2).
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René Copeland adds that stress resulting from the capital campaign may have partly fueled the
Managing Director’s decision to leave (Copeland interview #2). Lorna Turner further points out
that the departure coincided with Dillon’s wedding, and that the decision to leave and take a job
in Alabama was motivated in large part by that event. Turner is also quick to point out that,
though opinions of Dillon may have differed across the staff, it is undeniable that NCT’s longestserving Managing Director accomplished a lot, was a powerful force on behalf of the theatre,
and is owed a debt of gratitude.
[Allison] was the foundation of that building getting built. She worked her butt off….
She would go to every single Council meeting, and she was there constantly talking
about [NCT]…. She got things done…. She got to know every aspect of the community,
and who to go for money. I mean, she worked hard at that. (Turner interview)
For her own part, Allison Dillon-Jauken did not reply to requests for an interview
regarding her experiences; since her departure, she has served (and continues to serve) as the
Executive Director of the Arts Huntsville nonprofit in Alabama (“Arts Huntsville Staff”, n.d.).
René Copeland recalls that the falling out was also hard for Scot, noting “it was a very unhappy
time for [him]…. he hated that they didn’t get along… leading up to her exit. Because they had,
for so long, been really sweet and got a lot of good stuff done” (Copeland interview #2).
In fairness, Scot Copeland could be difficult to work with for some, an element of his
reputation which followed him since his earliest days at NCT during the various attempts to
unseat him from his position. René Copeland notes that her husband could at times come off as
overbearing and that she would have to occasionally remind him to deal more gently with
others:
I was famous for telling him he had to stop stomping around in his “big ol’ Scot shoes”
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because “I know you know what you want and I know that you know you’re right (God
forbid if you have anybody ever try to tell you you’re not right), but you’re gonna have
to think about what it’s like from these other people’s point of view. (Copeland
interview #1)
Dan Brewer echoes that sentiment with a similar take on Copeland’s more challenging aspects.
“He was known as a brusque fellow, and he enjoyed playing the brusque fellow…. Indeed, Scot
liked to bluster and… yes, he liked to stomp around in his big Scot shoes” (Brewer interview #2).
Family Traditions
Such difficulties notwithstanding, the company under Copeland’s leadership was also
widely known for creating a famously welcoming, fun, and familial environment. When asked to
discuss their experiences working at NCT, people variously describe it as:
•

“it was very mom-and-pop, very family” (Bianchi interview)

•

“I always felt so safe and loved at NCT” (J. Farmer quoted in Stumpfl, 2016, p. 11A)

•

“How lucky I was to have a family like this. How very lucky to be believed in, to be
loved on” (Carter interview)

•

“It was a very highly functioning artistic family. And that is they were sincere about
the caring, they were sincere about the support, and it showed. And it was there,
the loyalty works both ways” (Haggard interview)

Such exceptional bonding in the workplace is further illustrated in several of the unique
company traditions which also evolved over time, such as brick painting and the annual holiday
parties.
The tradition of “painting bricks” can be traced as far back as the mid-1960s during
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Chuck Doughty’s tenure. The original NCT facility, as noted previously, was largely constructed
of industrial cinder blocks, many of which remain today exactly as they did when they were
originally laid in 1960. However, as early as the mid-1960s, students and actors began to paint
their names on specific cinder blocks (or “bricks”) in the backstage hallway; some bricks simply
state a student’s name and the title of the production(s) in which they appeared, while others
feature elaborate works of art depicting clowns, pianos, flowers, monsters, comedy/tragedy
masks, and the like. During Copeland’s tenure, a rule/process was formalized of deciding who
did or did not get to claim and paint a brick. “Scot had the notion of sort of celebrating the
blocks,” explained Dan Brewer. “The thing about the bricks was do two shows and not be
considered a jerk.” For anyone who wasn’t considered “a jerk” and was invited to perform a
second time at NCT, that performer could claim a brick in the backstage hallway as their own
and paint it at their leisure. “That’s nurturing that, you know, be nice. Being nice is important
to Scot and to me. Honey gets a lot more flies than egos” (Brewer interview #2). Long-serving
staff members also are allowed to claim bricks, and a walk down the backstage hallway today
becomes a veritable who’s who of Nashville theatre and beyond. From Nashville Shakespeare
Festival Artistic Director Denice Hicks to NCT’s first Technical Director Kender Jones, from Helen
Hayes Award-winning Broadway actress Sherri Edelen to BAFTA-winning/Oscar-nominated
sound mixer Peter Kurland, and from longtime Nashville theatre staple David Compton to Rona
Carter’s dog Satchmo (who did appear onstage in two NCT productions), the assemblage of
backstage bricks is a tradition which spans decades and shows the expansive reach and
creativity of the company’s extended family.
Similarly, the NCT’s annual traditions of holiday parties and “Secret Santa” have become
emblematic of the company’s creativity and familial bonds. “Christmas parties were always so
great,” recalls René Copeland. “They always did Secret Santa stuff, and then Scot would make…
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his grandfather’s recipe for eggnog, and he would also cook a country ham…. And [that] was
always… when it felt most like family” (Copeland interview #1). Henry Haggard recalls “I held
babies that are now walking around live adults at those parties and stuff like that, and that’s
actually how the family bonded” (Haggard interview). Though the holiday parties as a tradition
go as far back as the beginning of Copeland’s tenure (and perhaps earlier), the annual Secret
Santa game originated later as a way to give actors something to occupy their minds during the
long production runs which typically occur around the holiday season. Over time, the game
grew to involve staff members as well so that the entire building would eventually spend a week
each year playing elaborate games and pranks with each other, culminating in the “reveal” at
the holiday party. Alicia Fuss, who joined the staff in 2009 as Education Coordinator under Julee
Brooks, describes why this tradition became so important to some:
The reason that [Secret Santa] was so fun and captivated me so much is that this group
of people who work at Nashville Children’s Theatre in so many different capacities are
always so excited to share their creativity and their joy and playfulness in any direction
they can. So, that goes into the work, it goes into the relationships, it goes into Secret
Santa, we care enough about each other to write crazy backstories for half the staff to
perform when someone comes around looking for the magic flute or whatever they’re
supposed to find, and we’ll stay up late at night cutting-up tiny little letters out of a
magazine to make a ransom note… that commitment, that care goes into the work, it
goes to the young people, it goes colleague to colleague, and that we all do better work
when we make space to play, I think, is something that that Secret Santa… that’s why it
means so much to me…. The staff that plays together stays together, I guess.… I believe
in the power of play for children and for adults, and that’s a time when the staff plays
together. (Fuss interview #2)
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New Leadership and New Challenges
To fill the Managing Director vacancy, NCT’s Board selected Kathryn Colegrove, the
former Managing Director of Dad’s Garage Theatre in Atlanta and a graduate of the Kennedy
Center Fellowship for Arts Administrators. At the time, Colegrove had been working with
Georgia Tech in a non-theatrical position but was keen to get back into her preferred field.
Upon first seeing an NCT production, 2009’s Tom Sawyer:
My concept of what theatre for young audiences was was blown out of the water…. I
didn’t feel like I was at what I considered children’s theatre. So, that was my very first
experience, and after seeing it, I knew that that was a place where I could fully get
behind the work we were doing and feel incredibly good about it. (Colegrove interview)
Colegrove joined the organization at a time when artistic output was continuing to excel, but
behind the scenes challenges were making life stressful. For one matter, the ongoing
recession’s effects had begun to trickle-down further into the American populace, challenging
both casual ticket buyers and significant donors who had outstanding pledges to NCT’s capital
campaign. The company’s technology lag had unfortunately meant that much of the campaign’s
crucial donor knowledge was not recorded electronically and had departed with Allison Dillon.
“They ran a capital campaign off of Excel spreadsheets,” explains Colegrove,
which meant that… all the donor history was anecdotal…. Luckily, it was a successful
campaign, all the gifts had been pledged. Our charge was finalizing all the gifts. Which
was harder than it would have been had we not been in a recession…. There were some
donations that we couldn’t close on from the campaign, despite best efforts…. And
unfortunately, we didn’t know the history of it to be able to have an easy
conversation…. So, I think we lost some relationships because we didn’t get to have
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those conversations with people who weren’t able to fulfill their pledges. (Colegrove
interview)
In addition to capital campaign challenges, the recession’s impact was also felt in school
bookings as funding for field trips and for students covered by BEP was reduced yet again,
forcing NCT to focus its annual fundraising efforts on covering field trip costs (Colegrove
interview). Fundraising events, however, were also impacted by external forces. After 11 years,
Delbert McClinton (and special guests) retired from appearing at NCT’s Dragon’s Concerts,
leaving the fate of the 2010 fundraising event in doubt. Instead, for the 13th Annual Dragon’s
Concert, a diverse line-up including Grammy Award-winner Lari White, Billboard “Top New
Country Artist” Jamie O’Neal, Viktor Kraus, comedy duo Doyle & Debbie, and others were
enlisted in hopes of drawing a more diverse array of donor-attendees (Soltes, 2010, p. 9D).
Unfortunately, it was not to be. One week before the concert, Nashville experienced 13.57” of
rainfall which resulted in massive flooding throughout Davidson County. 26 people died in the
flood, and over “$2 billion in private property damage and $120 million in public infrastructure
damage” brought Music City to a halt; a year later, the Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce
would report “that 300 to 400 businesses remained closed” due to the disaster (Grigsby, 2016,
paragraph 4). When the Dragon’s Concert occurred barely a week after the flood, just blocks
away from a tourist district which was still partially submerged, the new Managing Director
remembers that there was “nobody there. Understandably nobody there…. So, yeah… the
death of the Dragon’s Concert was a result of the flood” (Colegrove interview).
In addition to these specific issues, the environment upon which NCT’s entire business
model continued to change on a broader scale. Steve Bianchi notes that, for a variety of
reasons, it was becoming ever more difficult to count on the field trip groups which accounted

140
for most of the theatre’s patronage; what had once been considered a given in terms of
audience was now far less certain.
It wasn’t always the fight that it sorta is at this point in the game…. that didn’t used to
be the way it was when I got there. There was an expectation that all the schools would
always come. They’d just come. And that’s not the case. So yeah, I think a more
difficult market, more competition in the market made it a challenge. How hard it is for
teachers to get there. The fact that some school officials don’t view arts as an actual
educational thing is a problem. And those might be the big hurdles. (Bianchi interview)
With various financial pressures converging to challenge the theatre, NCT’s leadership braced
for potential cutbacks. Contingency plans were developed in the event that staff cuts were
necessary, with Copeland and Colegrove explaining that they would first furlough themselves
one day a week as an initial measure, and then move down the leadership structure from topto-bottom, cutting staff hours and pay by individual workdays of the week in an effort to keep
the NCT family together and avoid furloughing any staff members entirely (Fuss interview #1).
Ultimately, such measures never became necessary, but the frugal mentality which
emerged during this period continued to be a subtle hallmark of NCT operations. Though the
early 2010s saw a concentrated effort to grow the company’s professional staff (Colegrove
interview), the demands of the theatre’s growing work outpaced its increase in employees.
Alicia Fuss notes:
We have always kind of executed programming beyond our staff size.… I feel like, for
such a long time, as the organization, it was like a badge of pride. “Look how much we
can do with so little.” But that “so little” involved staff really doing three people’s jobs
and three people’s hours and all of that…. The theatre’s doing more with not much
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more, and always figuring how to stretch that penny, stretch that person one little bit
further because we want to do it so much, because we know how good it’ll be…. But
the cost of that is the infrastructure was not there to support it always. That scaffolding
was not always strong underneath. (Fuss interview #1)
Changing Faces of NCT
Though it may not have grown at a rate commensurate with the company’s output,
NCT’s staff did indeed expand and change significantly throughout the late-2000s/early-2010s,
resulting in a significant changing of the guard throughout the organization. Longtime Financial
Administrator Jean Johnson retired from her post of nearly 28 years shortly after the new
facility’s opening in 2008. Similarly, Front of House Manager and School Bookings Coordinator
Lorna Turner retired in 2012 (after 32 years) to dedicate time to a family business (Turner
interview); just to keep up with the amount of work Turner typically performed, two new fulltime employees had to be hired in her place. Education Director Julee Baber-Brooks moved to
California in 2010, with Education Program Manager Alicia Fuss stepping-up into her role. Mere
months after Lorna’s departure, Marketing Director Steve Bianchi concluded his own 17-year
stint with the company upon moving out of state. Meanwhile, the position of Development
Director continued to turnover on a fairly regular basis, as it had been doing off-and-on for
decades; between 2009 and 2017, seven individuals would be hired “permanently” for the
position as well as two interim Development Directors.
This is not to say that the entirety of NCT’s staff cycled through during the early-2010s.
Stalwarts Copeland and Brewer continued onward, as did Patricia Taber who had joined the
company in 2000 as Resident Costume Designer and Costume Shop Manager (in addition to
acting in several shows). Similarly, Scott Leathers (who first worked with NCT during its first
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HOT performances) had become Resident Lighting Designer in 2003, a position he continues to
hold as of this writing.
Nevertheless, as staff grew and more members were added to the NCT family, it
became apparent that change was in the air. Copeland began to, quietly and occasionally, talk
of his own eventual retirement. Dan Brewer recalls:
He was just a few years away from retiring and was laying the groundwork so that the
Board could intelligently move on to the next step and who was going to be his
successor to lead…. So, there had been discussions about this. This was not a complete,
unknown topic of “What is the next step?” because you always have to be planning
ahead. (Brewer interview #2)
While the Artistic Director’s departure was not imminent, the first half of the decade saw
conscious decisions being made to ensure an eventual transition that would theoretically occur
in 2020. Copeland personally recruited former Mayor Purcell onto the NCT Board once again
(Purcell interview), and shared ideas with friends such as a final season of his tenure in which
The Reluctant Dragon would be mounted as his last production, with Copeland himself in the
title role (Fuss interview #1).
Emerging Artists Productions
Another area of growth during this period was the return of the Education Department’s
summer student productions. After a few successful summers of the blended
student/professional Actor’s Conservatory shows, the summer student production program was
dropped for reasons which remain unclear, though it may have possibly been related to the
advent of the Summer Repertory Series which occupied the Hill Auditorium each summer from
2008-2010. Newly promoted Education Director Alicia Fuss excitedly proposed to add such a
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production program back to the roster and debuted the “Emerging Artists Program” (or EAP) in
2011 with a performance run of Once Upon a Mattress. Though the first EAP show was largely
produced with technical support from the technical theatre summer camps, the program grew
in subsequent years to become a fully mounted show with support from NCT production
personnel, just like a regular mainstage production.
What we wanted to do is, as much as was supportive and appropriate and safe for the
students, replicate a professional rehearsal experience so that they would get to work
on a production that had a professional design team and that they would understand
the structure and the rigor of the professional process, but also have the focus be on
their growth as artists and young people. (Fuss interview #1)
Echoing the edgier, dynamic student productions common in the early NAT days and in the
Actor’s Conservatory, EAP productions tend to include shows which are not expressly aimed at
family audiences. Over the last decade, student participants have had the opportunity to
perform in classic theatre staples like Thoroughly Modern Millie and Joseph and the Amazing
Technicolor Dreamcoat, contemplative fare like Godspell and Songs for a New World, and
surprisingly bawdy shows like The Drowsy Chaperone and even Avenue Q.
Grand (Ann) Day Evolves
One other notable evolution during this period was a change in philosophical approach
to the annual Grand Ann Day. Following over a decade of being exclusively for donors, the
event became a public celebration beginning in 2011. Paired with a performance of the
remounted Seussical: The Musical, Grand Ann Day became simply “Grand Day” and was open
for patrons of any income level to attend and enjoy. Paralleling sentiments regarding NCT’s

144
inclusion and desegregation effects of the early-1970s, Managing Director Colegrove notes her
joy at seeing the no-longer-exclusive event opened to everyone:
We had our donors and we had our regular patrons and we had everybody just having
this fun, exciting dance-party/carnival/experience, and also the laughter in the theatre
during the performance and everything about it was just exactly what I think theatre can
do and should be. (Colegrove interview)
Thought not directly linked, the modern Grand Day served to further connect modern NCT to its
Junior League roots once again, more fully creating a contemporary version of the once-popular
Ice Cream Carnival tradition.
The 2014/2015 season and “Jack’s Tale”
Going into that season, Scot, Alicia, and I had discussions about “Alright, it’s now or
never. It is time to do a blow-out season. It is time to blow our ticket sales out of the
water. It is time for us to get some national recognition again. 2004 Time [article]… is
long gone. Time for some, you know… it’s time for something. (Colegrove interview)
Coming into “Fiscal Year 15,” NCT was feeling the energizing effects of new blood
amongst its staff and was ready to tackle an ambitious season. Jeff Church, Artistic Director of
The Coterie (another Top 5 Children’s Theatre in the Time article) and “the most innovative
theatrical director for teen audiences” according to Copeland, was asked to guest direct an
adaptation of S.E. Hinton’s The Outsiders (Lester, 2014, paragraph 3). A new musical adaptation
of James and the Giant Peach by Pasek and Paul (creators of Dear Evan Hansen), a musical
adaptation of Mo Willems’s popular Elephant & Piggie series, and the Dr. Seuss classic The Cat in
the Hat also provided audiences with plenty of name-appeal for the box office. Amidst all these,
Copeland’s own Jack’s Tale would supply both a third musical and an NCT original work to the
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season. “And three musicals in one season is kind of unheard of,” explains Colegrove. “It’s
expensive…. So, we were gonna invest in the season, and we were gonna blow it out of the
water for ticket sales, and we did” (Colegrove interview).
While the other four shows in the 14/15 season contributed significant (and lucrative)
title recognition, Jack’s Tale was able to provide an entirely different form of recognition to the
theatre.
Scot had a long relationship with [TYA Director] Kim Peter Kovac at the Kennedy
Center…. Kim Peter wanted Scot to do lots of things. Wanted him to adapt a play,
wanted him to produce the one that they were working on at the time…. Wanted him
to bring a piece to TYA/USA New Visions/New Voices. And what they settled on was
that the Kennedy Center would do a production of Jack’s Tale because Kim Peter loved
that story/script, wanted to see it go to the next level also. (Colegrove interview)
The invitation to bring this particular show to the Kennedy Center was not a random choice.
Dan Brewer notes that the script had come to be associated closely with its author, and that
others in the TYA field respected the work accordingly.
Scot had been working on some of the themes in Jack’s Tale all his entire career…. So,
developing that script, it was just sort of important, and people saw it as “Oh wait, this is
the good stuff.” And it’s always gratifying when you have people that are really
knowledgeable in the field… go “Wait a minute, that’s the good stuff. Let’s nurture
that….” It was exciting. (Brewer interview #2)
Similarly, René Copeland reflected on the deep importance of the work to NCT and to its
playwright:
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As that script evolved, it actually became more and more spiritual for him.… It became
his sermon. It became the thing that he felt most communicated what he felt was
important about how to be a human being. How to stay connected to other human
beings. How do you… what are you willing to give up for other human beings?... I don’t
know that he was ever happier about anything than the way Jack’s Tale turned out. It
seemed like the perfect convergence of everything for him. The story, the mythology of
it, the music…. I mean, it got to where Scot could hardly watch it without weeping or
hear the music of that hymn being sung.… And he loved it. He loved watching it. He
loved the joy and the heartbreak and… it rang every bell for him as an artist, and he
reveled in every moment of putting that thing together. And when he got to go to the
Kennedy Center with it? Man, he was so, so proud because he really believed in that
piece. He believed that that piece could speak to anybody, it had universality to it, and I
think he’s right. Certainly, the humor in it and the music in it makes it just sort of
accessible to anybody, but it actually dealt with very complicated human decisions.
(Copeland interview #2)
The initial 2015 performances of Jack’s Tale marked NCT’s third performance at the Kennedy
Center, and its first in almost 30 years. The premiere drew several of the Children’s Theatre’s
most ardent advocates and volunteer leaders to Washington, DC in support, including then
Board Chair Trayte Peters (NCT’s first Junior League-affiliated Chair in several years at that
point), Board member Hon. Bill Purcell, and former Tennessee Congressman Bob Clement.
Board Chair Peters recalls that the excitement of the occasion was not only professional, but
generational as well:
It was an unreal experience to go to the Kennedy Center to see the same actress
onstage [Jenny Littleton] that had taught my son in the lobby of the old theatre when he
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was three, was now up on-stage at the Kennedy Center and he was there to watch her…
[it] was pretty amazing. (Peters interview)
One somber element of the 2014/2015 season unfortunately cast a pall on the many
successes of that year. In October 2014, at the age of 93, Ann Stahlman Hill passed away. As
the first female President of the Southeastern Theatre Conference; a founding participant of
ASSITEJ and the first Executive Secretary of ASSITEJ/USA; founder of the Tennessee Theatre
Association; an advisor to both the Tennessee and Kentucky Arts Commissions; a Trustee of the
Children’s Theatre Foundation of America; and a former President of the Children’s Theatre
Association of America, the American Theatre Association, and (of course) NCT (“Ann Stahlman
Hill”, 2014), her influence on theatre both locally and globally is incalculable. Though the name
and meaning of the event had changed, Copeland took the opportunity to briefly pay tribute to
Hill at the 2015 Grand Day, letting attendees know before a performance of The Cat in the Hat
about the woman for whom Grand Ann Day had originally been named and whom the NCT
dragon represented (Gemmill, 2015).
Despite this one sad event, the overall season was a success and cause for much
celebration. “We had some tough times during that 2014/15 year because we had taken on
such a huge challenge, and we were successful in our challenge in the end, and in the end we
were in a good place” (Colegrove interview).
Contemplating New Leadership Models
Amidst the changes in staff and the drive for more dynamic box office sales, the NCT
Board was also continuing to evolve. Interest in establishing a new endowment fund, coupled
with the unfortunately high turnover of the Development Director position, led to a renewed
emphasis in finding volunteer leaders who could assist with donor recruitment. In part, this also
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led to reestablishing NCT’s long-dormant Advisory Committee as a way of re-engaging with past
major donors or Board members who could assist in forging connections to prospective new
major donors.
Another, more philosophical change was permeating the Board at the same time, one
which harkened back to the nature of governing boards from further back in the organization’s
history and represented something of a pendulum swing back to earlier ways. “I think one of
the bigger changes was our Board leadership became more led by community volunteers,”
explains Colegrove. “As that happened, I saw the Board becoming more hands-on, getting
closer…. getting into the day-to-day operations of the organization.” Out of this new dynamic,
discussions were introduced regarding how the Board of Trustees could most effectively
communicate with its staff leadership. Colegrove notes “Members of the Board started saying
‘Wouldn’t it be easier if there was an Executive Director…? Wouldn’t it be easier if we didn’t
have to oversee these two very different positions, Artistic Director and Managing Director?’”
Colegrove also recalls that Copeland even briefly entertained the idea of going along with such a
structural change, but that it was not something she ultimately felt was best for the
organization.
I remember Scot saying… “You’re welcome to that.” And I was like “But, you don’t
understand. I don’t want that….” And so, I told the Board “That is not what I want.
That is not what I was hired on… I was hired on to be a collaborator, to bring my skills to
match the Artistic Director’s skills and be the best we can be.” (Colegrove interview)
An Unfathomable Leadership Crisis
Despite the successes of the previous season, the 2015/2016 season found Managing
Director Colegrove departing NCT. Citing health issues caused by the Cumberland region’s
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peculiar climate (“I was allergic to Nashville,” quips Colegrove), as well as seeking a market in
which both her and her husband could thrive in their chosen fields, Kathryn Colegrove accepted
a position in her previous home of Atlanta, GA effective February 2016 (Colegrove interview).
Artistic Director Copeland announced to staff that he would be personally involved in leading
the effort to find the next Managing Director following Colegrove’s departure. “I don’t
remember it being anything but a natural evolution,” remarks then-Board Chair Peters regarding
Copeland spearheading the Managing Director search.
We knew that Scot was going to retire. He had announced his retirement date. We
knew that he was going to be grooming someone to take over his position. We also
knew that it was essential for the person coming in as the Managing Director to be able
to work with Scot and have a partnership role, and we also knew that Scot could not do
both roles. He could not be Managing Director and the Artistic Director. So… having
Scot in a role to lead that committee or to be on that committee or be the figurehead of
that committee suited Scot and suited us as well. (Peters interview)
As fate would have it, this would never come to pass. On February 24, 2016, a mere five
days after Colegrove’s departure and before a search for her successor had begun, Scot
Copeland passed away unexpectedly at the age of 62. “It was quite a shock to have him pass
suddenly,” explains Dan Brewer, “It was startling and tragic and horrific” (Brewer interview #2).
The NCT family was devastated, as indeed was much of the Nashville theatre community. Steve
Bianchi, who had recently returned from Florida to work with Nashville Repertory Theatre,
remembers “Scot’s passing was giant. I mean, he was arguably the biggest figure in Nashville
theatre…. So, his passing was huge” (Bianchi interview). Rona Carter adds “When Scot passed,
there was that interim of time where I felt like we were just trying to get through it…. There was
a weight on the company, on everybody, that we wished that hadn’t happened” (Carter
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interview). Henry Haggard notes “I knew it was a big deal when it happened. I had no idea it
would be as big a deal as it was… [I] lost a personal friend, which was the biggest loss to me
actually” (Haggard interview). Board Chair Trayte Peters and Chair-Elect Jamie Eskind came to
the NCT offices the next morning and found an extended artistic family gathered in fellowship
and mourning.
[Jamie] and I were both there in the morning to meet the staff and, it turned out, pretty
much the whole artistic community, in our upstairs offices at NCT…. There was a whole
table full of food, and you know…. the power of social media. Everybody was there.
Actors that I hadn’t seen in years, and actors that I’d only seen on-stage…. Everybody
was hanging out. It was kind of a surreal kind of thing. (Peters interview)
Beyond the emotional toll of the loss, Peters and Eskind as the most senior Board
leaders were also tasked with navigating a dire unexpected situation: an arts organization with
neither a Managing nor an Artistic Director. At the same time, Education Director Alicia Fuss
was on maternity leave, partially complicating the situation further. “That day began the ‘let’s
just keep this place open’ kind of feeling ‘until we can get somebody in here,’” remembers
incoming Board Chair Jamie Eskind. “You guys were grieving…. it broke my heart for [the
staff]…. So, having to deal with a place like that and going forward…. It was hard. It was very
hard” (interview with Jamie Eskind on July 13, 2020, hereafter referred to as Eskind interview).
Along with Peters and Eskind, many senior NCT staff had been awake all night since
news of Copeland’s death broke; as such, the making of interim plans went remarkably easy.
Alicia and Dan and Jamie and I went into the Board room…. Apparently, Dan had been
up all night too, as you had, Bob, and Alicia…. And within about 20 to 30 minutes,
everything was done. They knew how they were gonna lead, and they knew how they
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were gonna finish out the season. So, it was pretty crazy…. Something that I thought I
was gonna be there completely all day for, the staff just did, which is amazing. (Peters
interview)
Brewer was appointed Interim Artistic Director, frequent actor and teaching artist Shawn Knight
was tapped to direct the final show of the season (Peters interview), and the next-to-last show
of the season (Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott) opened on schedule less than 24
hours after Copeland’s passing, “which is exactly what Scot Copeland would have wanted”
(Stumpfl, 2016, p. 11A).
With the next show opened and the beginnings of plans in place, the Nashville theatre
community both mourned its loss and began to contemplate the future. Critic Amy Stumpfl
recalls the emotions of processing Copeland’s passing. “He was the caretaker of that theatre.
So, I think that loss was just huge” (Stumpfl interview). Jef Ellis adds, “When Scot died, it was a
huge blow to theatre in Nashville and to every theatre person. It was just horrific, and I
remember everyone thinking ‘What’s gonna happen?’” (Ellis interview).
Interim and Search
Much of the upcoming 2016/2017 season had already been decided prior to Copeland’s
passing, so staff spent the following weeks finalizing preparations for the current and next
season as planned. “I remember you, Bob… were there with your ever-present clipboard,”
recalls Peters, “and you already had a list of at least 25 things that needed to be done and how
they were gonna be done. That you were taking care of and you had already started.” NCT
began collaborating with Nashville Repertory Theatre (for which René Copeland had been
serving as Artistic Director since 2004) on a media statement and the planning of a memorial for
the late Copeland. Former Executive Director of the Tennessee Arts Commission, Bennett
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Tarleton, was enlisted to serve as interim Managing Director alongside Brewer’s Interim Artistic
Director role (Peters interview). Meanwhile, NCT’s Board leadership began to assess plans for
moving ahead as well as keeping things steady for the moment.
We all knew that [Bennett] had the clout to carry our institution. If he said that
everything was okay, everyone was gonna believe him. And that was the most
important thing…. He immediately set up meetings with… the Memorial Foundation,
the [Tennessee] Arts Commission, phone calls with the commissions that were based in
New York, and had conversations, and within a week of his hiring… we were getting no
more inquiries about our financial state or whether we would be able to move forward.
(Peters interview)
As the inevitable search for a new Artistic Director began, discussion of restructuring
NCT’s leadership came to the forefront once again; with a clean slate to start from, several
existing Board members favored returning to a single Executive Artistic Director who could be
the Board’s sole point of contact, and hiring a Managing Director that answered to the Artistic
Director rather than being their partner (Eskind interview). To execute the Artistic Director
search, Board Chair Peters assembled a team of incoming leaders (including the next two Board
Chairs, Eskind and Emily Slattery), people with extensive NCT history (such as Board Member Bill
Purcell and Resident Lighting Designer Scott Leathers), and others to team with the Center for
Nonprofit Management which would field and filter potential national candidates (Peters
interview).
Throughout it all, the business of the theatre carried ahead ceaselessly under the everwatchful eyes of its interim leadership. Critic Jef Ellis recalls “That first year, when Dan Brewer
and Bennett Tarleton took the reins, I think that eased everyone’s fears. And the proverbial
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show went on” (Ellis interview). Jamie Eskind, whose Board Chair term began with the new
season, agrees that NCT’s appointed temporary custodians handled the business of the
company with aplomb.
I think Dan did great. I think it was very exhausting for him and I felt terrible because I
know it’s a lot. Number one, he’s grieving his best friend. He’s trying to put on these
shows… he was still doing his own job at the same time…. do I think they did a great job
when I look back? Absolutely. We paid our bills, we owed nobody no money, and we
put on some great shows…! I mean, we didn’t miss a beat on those shows…. Nothing
stopped, really. Which, again, was amazing, considering. But that just shows you, too,
how we have an organization that’s 90 years’ worth of theatre. It almost could, for a
while, run itself, as long as someone doesn’t get in the way and just really mess it up….
Everybody was just trying to do what they could do. (Eskind interview)
In typically humble fashion, Brewer himself accords the successes of his season as institutional
leader to the help he received from everyone else at the company. “There’s just a lot of stuff.
The Board was very supportive of me, saying ‘What can we do to help?’... I must say the staff
pulled together tremendously, the Board pulled together wonderfully, and we survived”
(Brewer interview #2).
New Institutional Leaders
As a youth, Ernie Nolan had participated in children’s theatre at the Marquis Theatre in
Northfield, Michigan. Following his passion for performing and directing, he found himself with
a unique opportunity during grad school at Chicago’s DePaul University; when sudden changes
to the school’s program cancelled a planned directing opportunity with the Goodman Theatre,
Nolan instead found himself taking-on a custom-made internship at The Coterie Theatre in
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Kansas City under Artistic Director Jeff Church. During Nolan’s time interning there, The Coterie
was named a top-five TYA company (alongside NCT) by Time Magazine, giving the up-andcoming director’s resumé a bit of added prestige. “When you talk to people,” he notes, “if you
have directed as a TYA director at any of those five theatres, people really kind of listen to you”
(interview with Ernie Nolan on July 14, 2020, hereafter referred to as Nolan interview).
Soon, Nolan was back in Chicago and working as the Artistic Director of Chicago’s
Emerald City Theatre (a TYA company) as well as teaching at DePaul University; in 2014, he was
even awarded the Illinois Theatre Association’s award for Excellence in Theatre for Young
Audiences (Stumpfl, 2017). After departing Emerald City in 2016, Nolan found himself looking
for new opportunities. “[I] was waiting for something to happen… At the time, I just felt ready
for something more, and I felt ready for a change,” he explains.
Someone reached out and said “Hey, we’ve heard of you. Are you aware of this job?”
And I was like “Well, I wondered what was going on….” I was interviewed and down the
pipeline for several different jobs across the country, and then something just about
Nashville just like felt right…. All through the process, something just felt right about it.
(Nolan interview)
Before the end of 2016, NCT’s search committee announced Ernie Nolan as NCT’s new Executive
Artistic Director. Another vacancy, however, was being filled even sooner.
On May 17, 2016, the Obama Administration finalized new overtime regulations with
the U.S. Department of Labor which, effective that December, would make between 4 million
and 12 million workers eligible for overtime pay who had been previously exempted (Bernstein,
2016). Opinions of the new rule were contentious, and the nonprofit industry began openly
contemplating how compliance would affect such a traditionally underfunded sector. As
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lobbying efforts sought to push back against the new rule’s implementation, many nonprofit
organizations (NCT included) prepared for the worst. “Every theatre in the country had to figure
out how were you going to survive if you actually paid people the hourly wage that they actually
[work],” explains Dan Brewer.
And people know, in theatre, the artists subsidize the organization more than anybody
by their lifestyle, by what they’re willing to do, and it can’t be stressed how huge that
exploration was for theatres.… Quite literally, hundreds of theatres might have closed….
You had many organizations trying to analyze their workloads, how people worked,
what was a living wage… how efficiently were people working. Noah Spiegel was
brought on as a consultant…. to help the theatre analyze the workloads and where the
money was going. How monies were being spent. How do we transition to
accommodate paying overtime if the rules were to go into effect? So, he was sort of
already on-board, becoming knowledgeable of the budget for the Children’s Theatre
and analyzing the personnel. (Brewer interview #2)
Ultimately, the overtime rule was blocked by a federal judge only a little more than a
week before it was scheduled to go into effect (Booker, 2016). However, NCT leadership
recognized consultant Spiegel’s existing familiarity with their organization as a potential
opportunity. Having formerly worked as Managing Director for the Nashville Opera and served
as President of both Tennesseans for the Arts and the Nashville Arts Coalition (Spiegel, n.d.),
Spiegel brought with him both a credible resumé in arts administration and useful relationships
to several funding agencies that made him a strong candidate for the position of NCT’s next
Managing Director. Board leadership contacted Nolan, who had not yet begun as Executive
Artistic Director, and gave him an opportunity to interview Spiegel for the position (which,
under the new structure, would report to Nolan rather than the Board). “I got a phone call that
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was like ‘Hey, we think we’ve found a Managing Director,’” recalls Nolan. “’He’s been
consulting. Why don’t you get on the phone and meet him?’ And so, I had a phone call…. And
part of the idea was, ‘Great, then the two of you can start and hit the ground running’” (Nolan
interview). Spiegel, who was already in town, started with NCT on January 1st, 2017, and Nolan
arrived in Nashville shortly thereafter to begin his own work on February 1st.
The New Way Forward
My first season, I was really excited to show everyone a level of versatility…. That the
same guy did The Hundred Dresses and Mr. Popper’s Penguins and Mockingbird and
Dragons Love Tacos. To me, it’s just incredibly exciting to play in all those worlds, and I
like switching worlds. I like to think I surprised a few people…. That first season, to
experiment with so many different things is just to have a playground. Like, that’s
literally what it is. I just feel like we have this playground and we decide what we want
to use to play with every time, and it’s just incredibly exciting as we do that, and to use
the opportunity to play and share that with the audience. (Nolan interview)
“I remember, when Ernie was hired, thinking ‘Damn, he has a hard road to hoe,’” recalls
critic Jef Ellis. “Because Scot is a tough act to follow…. I remember thinking that Ernie had an
impossible job… ‘He’s going to have to create a whole different way of theatrical life at Nashville
Children’s Theatre’” (Ellis interview). Nonetheless, the new Artistic Director’s tenure got off to
an auspicious start in the fall of 2017 with a version of the classic The Hundred Dresses which
Ellis called “lyrical, graceful, and heartfelt” while also stating that “Nolan proves himself both
capable and imaginative, ensuring that Copeland’s legacy – indeed the legacy of every individual
who has contributed to Nashville Children’s Theatre’s stellar reputation in the world of theatre
for young audiences, will live on” (Ellis, 2017, paragraph 2). Outside of his published review and
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the comparisons to Nolan’s predecessor, Ellis also admits to a further thought at the time: “I
remember thinking ‘Okay, this is Ernie’s theatre now’” (Ellis interview).
With the new era came new perspectives and initiatives, reflective of the interests and
personality of the organization’s leader. One of the most noticeable new additions to NCT
under Nolan has been “The Snuggery,” a series of immersive and interactive theatrical
experiences intended for children under the age of five. “I knew when I came, I wanted to
experiment with producing a Theatre for the Very Young piece,” explains Nolan who became
acquainted with the genre at a theatre festival in Denmark before returning to Chicago and
opening (through Emerald City Theatre) the first theatre space in America dedicated to Theatre
for the Very Young (TVY).
It was one of the things that I was proudest of with my work in Chicago, and I just saw
the way families connected to the material. How it also became a great pipeline for
families to discover the company, and to do further programming or to do classes… and
so, I’m just kind of a firm believer in it…. I knew when I would come down, I would do
more Theatre for the Very Young…. Because it’s like my thing. (Nolan interview)
Differentiating Snuggery shows from the Cooney Playhouse/participation shows of previous
decades, Nolan notes that TVY shows are intended for an even younger audience, one which
doesn’t need the set-up and instructions which are common in participation plays. “I think it
spends more time falling into a world and then giving the audience cues to follow…. ‘Cause the
younger crowd enters and, like, the bear is the bear.” Jamie Eskind, who was Board Chair when
NCT’s first Snuggery shows began, is a particular fan of the new programming and how it can
reach new audiences:
I think that the sky is gonna be the limit on that… because it’s amazing. Theatre for the
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Very Young is new, and [it] is a home run. Getting kids very little to be interested in that
interaction is so good. We all have too many screens. (Eskind interview)
Though premiering new work is certainly nothing new to Nashville Children’s Theatre,
another initiative under Ernie Nolan has sought to significantly increase the frequency of world
premieres at the theatre. Dubbed “The Hatchery,” this programming focus has sought to
consistently commission and develop new work for the TYA field through every NCT season.
One notable aspect to many Hatchery shows has been its focus on storytelling across a wider
perspective of identities.
When I started with the Hatchery… I was searching for contemporary stories from BIPOC
writers and artists…. If I wanna tell a Latinx story, I don’t wanna feel like there’re just
three plays in the TYA canon that “That’s what you do when you tell a Latinx story. You
gotta do this one or this one or this one.” I just felt that’s limiting…. I am excited in
terms of adding to the canon…. To throw a new story into the hemisphere and see what
happens with it, and hopefully other people do it… yeah, it’s just really exciting. To feel
like we’re contributing to a field and staying connected to a field. (Nolan interview)
Critic Amy Stumpfl recalls being agog at NCT’s increased output of new material following
Nolan’s arrival. “I was really impressed by that and intrigued by that… whole dedication to new
work…. I mean, gosh … last season… you guys had how many world premieres? It was crazy”
(Stumpfl interview). Between the fall of 2017 and the end of 2019/2020 season, Nashville
Children’s Theatre commissioned and produced three new works (Ghost, Return to Sender, and
the musical Auntie Claus) and premiered new TYA adaptations of three existing works (Tuck
Everlasting, Disney’s The Little Mermaid, and Hans Christian Andersen), plus two new TVY pieces
premiering through the Snuggery (Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star and The Itsy Bitsy Spider).
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The Hatchery programming seems to have achieved its intention on multiple levels. In
terms of adding to the TYA canon, Nolan notes that both Ghost and Dragons Love Tacos (an
adaptation by Nolan which had premiered elsewhere, but opened at NCT with new revisions)
were in the top 10 plays being produced by TYA companies nationwide in the 2019/2020
season. Additionally, the Artistic Director is proud of how these shows have been able to speak
to issues of the moment for their audiences. In 2019, Ghost (guest directed by actor and NCT
Teaching Artist Jon Royal) was invited to be performed by its original cast at the TYA/USA
National Festival in Atlanta, GA; the piece, focusing on the struggles of a team of young AfricanAmerican athletes, felt extremely timely as conversations of Colin Kaepernick and the Black Lives
Matter movement permeated cultural discourse. Similarly, Return to Sender (guest directed by
Crystal Manich) struck several chords with the news of the day, despite the action being based
on events which transpired over a decade earlier. The play’s frank portrayal of an
undocumented-immigrant family’s tribulations during Bush Administration immigration raids
paralleled tensions of the moment surrounding ICE raids in Nashville at the time of show’s
premiere. “As we went closer and closer to produce it, it just seemed like we were ripping
headlines from the morning,” remembers Nolan. “I was very proud of… telling Return to Sender
in the moment we told [it]” (Nolan interview).
Emerging Traditions
Though not as expansive as the Snuggery or Hatchery, one other new tradition under
the Nolan administration garnered the Children’s Theatre added national attention. There has
been a Christmas parade in Nashville since 1927, but due to Music City becoming an “It City”
with nationwide cultural appeal in the new millennium, the previously local event has recently
begun nationwide televised broadcasts similar to that of the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade
broadcast (“Parade History”, n.d.). Through a mutual friend, Artistic Director Nolan was
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introduced to the broadcast’s producer in 2018 (Nolan interview), a year when the normally
benign, family event had become mired in public and political controversy (Garrison, 2018).
Through this connection, the Artistic Director negotiated an opportunity for the cast of NCT’s
then-current production, Disney’s The Little Mermaid, to present a musical number as one of the
special mid-parade guest performance groups. In December of 2019, this opportunity was
extended again as Nashville Children’s Theatre performed a song from its Hatchery worldpremiere musical, Auntie Claus, to a national television audience.
On a more local and personal scale, NCT in 2018 instituted a new recurring fundraising
event that has brought the national theatre community directly to the Ann Hill Auditorium’s
Delbert McClinton Stage. As a counterpoint to the more public and family-oriented Grand Day
carnival, “Grand Night” was conceived as an exclusive, donor-centric, adults-only event which
would feature dinner onstage amidst live performances by Broadway talent, as well as both
silent and live auctions to raise money for NCT programming. “I felt like ‘Man, people kick back
when their kids aren’t around,’” explains Nolan. “Grand Night was really set-up to give adults a
chance to celebrate” (Nolan interview). Tony-award nominee Laura Osnes and Tony-award
winner Gavin Creel have been the guests of honor at the 2018 and 2019 Grand Nights,
respectively, with students from NCT’s Education program joining Creel onstage to perform for
donors in the second year (Ellis, 2018a; Nolan interview).
While Grand Night’s a lot of work and stress, I think it has become sort of this really
great celebration of the company now and a sort of almost pride event… in the way that
various different Board members then share the accolades of the theatre with their
friends. Like, “Look and see what we’ve done. Look what’s going on.” And yeah, it’s
been really, really exciting. (Nolan interview)
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Refreshing the Iconography
One other noticeable change under the new administration has come more-or-less onschedule. Approximately every two decades or so, Nashville Children’s Theatre has updated its
logo in some way. Gradually throughout the 1950s and early-60s, the original Junior League
Children’s Theatre logo (a sketch of a Punch and Judy style puppet show) began to be replaced
with various drawings of Trouper, who was then supplanted (on paper, at least) by the Griffin in
1978. 18 years later, the first version(s) of the NCT dragon similarly ousted the Griffin, so it
seemed almost like clockwork that the Dragon itself would receive a facelift in 2018. While
announcing the 2018/2019 season, Artistic Director Nolan took the opportunity to reveal a
redesigned dragon icon, one which incorporates a stylistic letter N (representing both Nashville
and NCT) into the creature’s body. "Our new logo better communicates what NCT stands for
today,” Nolan told Jef Ellis at the time.
It provides us with an updated view of our new vision - that reflects our heritage - but
allows us to emphasize our efforts to build a stronger future and achieve organizational
growth through programming, serving the entire community, and increasing diverse
offerings for a vibrant Music City, as well as the world. (Ellis, 2018b, paragraph 3)
Return to a Previous Management Structure
By the summer of 2019, Nashville Children’s Theatre found itself parting ways with a
Managing Director once again as Noah Spiegel departed the company. This being the first such
departure during Nolan’s tenure, and in many ways the first such typical departure for many
Board members (i.e., not part of a larger leadership crisis as in 2016), Spiegel’s leaving afforded
current staff and volunteer leadership an opportunity to reassess whether or not a Managing
Director is the most efficient position for the company under its current structure. As of this
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writing, no new Managing Director has been named, and Nolan notes that in the future, it is
possible the role may become something with a different title “like a Director of Finance” which
more accurately represents the responsibility and reporting structure currently in place. In the
meantime, Nolan has taken on many of the Managing Director’s responsibilities himself in
addition to his Artistic Director duties and feels that the experience has helped him to become a
stronger leader for the organization. “I really do feel like I know every inch of the theatre now,”
he explains:
I’ve gone through every line of that budget now, so many times, in different situations….
I just feel like I know these numbers now. I feel like I’ve been a part of this process, so
when someone wants to [know] what various numbers will be, I have experience with
that. (Nolan interview)
It is interesting to note that, despite decades of the company experimenting with various
responsibility and management structures, NCT once again finds itself at the end of 2019 with a
structure under Nolan that all previous Artistic Directors for the organization have operated
with at one time or another during their tenures: an Executive Artistic Director reporting directly
to the Board and supervising all other department heads. The company’s management
structure has indeed come full circle.
Board Development
And what of changes to NCT’s volunteer Board of Trustees? It would be hard to argue
that the governing body of the Children’s Theatre today bears much resemblance to its
equivalent body in 1977. As opposed to a largely-static group of artistically-inclined volunteers
who were just as involved in the theatre’s daily administrative and production work as its
governance (Turner interview), the Board has become a regularly rotating assemblage of area
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professionals with a primary focus on fiduciary responsibility (Colegrove interview). Though
former Board Chair Trayte Peters feels that a level of involvement with daily operations is an
inherent element of the Board’s work, both she and former Board Chair Jamie Eskind point out
that maintaining a separation between Board and staff has been intentional and necessary;
doing so has allowed the Board to focus on broader, financially-impactful issues, while also
providing new senior staff with visible authority following a leadership change (Eskind interview;
Peters interview).
One way that the Board does seem to have come full circle involves the leadership’s
everchanging gender demographics. Though not still explicitly a Junior League organization,
NCT/NAT Board leadership up into the 1980s was almost entirely comprised of women who
were either current or former Junior League members and their friends. Through the 1980s and
90s, the introduction of leaders from throughout the local business community began to
diversify the Board, resulting in a pendulum shift to the other direction by the 2000s. Marti
Rosenberg remembers there were far more men involved when she returned to the Board in
2004 after over a decade away (Rosenberg interview). Furthermore, Trayte Peters notes that
when she joined NCT’s leadership as an ex-officio Junior League Representative in 2008, “it was
pretty male-dominated.” However, Peters also points out that, in the years since her arrival, the
proverbial pendulum has begun to swing back. “I think now the shift is really kind of opposite.…
right now, we have eight years of a female-led Board… me and then Jamie [Eskind] and Emily
[Slattery] and now Perri [duGard Owens]” (Peters interview).
Jamie Eskind is eager to point out that gender demographics are not the only ones
which have shifted over time amongst the Board. The former Board Chair notes that
nomination of future volunteer leaders still accounts for seeking necessary skill sets to replace
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outgoing members, but that such concerns are also increasingly considered through a lens of
more accurately representing Nashville’s diverse community.
[Representation] also has to reflect on our Board…. We want to know that we’re
communicating to our children, to our donors, to Nashville the right way, not just for the
sake of communicating it…. I do feel like over the last two or three cycles, we’ve really
honed-in on “What do we need? What are we looking for? What are we missing?
What voice aren’t we hearing?” And it can’t just be somebody who can read a financial
statement. Which we still need, but let’s try to get outside of those boxes. Let’s get
into the communities…. And we need to get into all the communities, not just what
we’ve always done. (Eskind interview)
“Everyone Has a Story”
Reflecting the diversity of Nashville has also been a pointed goal for Ernie Nolan through
his work onstage at NCT. Beyond seeking (or commissioning) scripts which feature stories of
various traditionally under-represented communities, the Artistic Director notes that one of his
personal goals has been to increase multicultural representation through casting. Steve Bianchi
points out that the results of that intentional approach have been quite visible. “I definitely
think diversity onstage increased…. And even diversity of scripts…. I do think there’s a
noticeable change in the theatre’s programming with Ernie…. And, I’ve even heard patrons say
so much” (Bianchi interview). Critic Jef Ellis agrees that such an increase has been observed but
adds that this effort has long been part of the organization’s mission to some extent.
I remember early on talking with friends about “Nashville is no more segregated than
when you go to the theatre or to church.” And I think that Nashville Children’s Theatre
has played a huge role in integrating theatre in Nashville and giving voice to
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underserved populations. And I think that’s brilliant…. I do think that Nashville
Children’s Theatre has played a very important role in opening up theatre locally for
differing views, opposing views, and a plethora of personalities and backgrounds that
people don’t think about…. I mean, you have to sit down and think about it, but there
have been so many, probably the first, examples of color-blind casting in Nashville, I
think, were probably here. And I think when Nashville Children’s Theatre does
something like that, they open the door for other theatre companies to do that. And I
think, perhaps more importantly, they show kids who come to the theatre that they can
be a part of the theatre. And I think that’s part of the nobility of theatre. (Ellis
interview)
To drive his intentions home, Nolan’s declared theme for his first season as Artistic Director
(which was used on all manner of printed material, online marketing, and merchandise) was
“Everyone Has a Story.”
NCT Approaching 90
As the organization prepares for its 90th anniversary in 2021, its eyes are focused on
future opportunities. “And I see growth and… in addition to growth, I really see a sort of
ownership of these new things that we’ve been doing” explains Nolan about his vision for the
company’s coming years.
My hope and dream one of these days is to be able to do an international project, like
have international artists in the building of some kind…. And maybe that will help us
with representation onstage. Maybe that will help us with stories being told. But I’m
excited to look forward to those avenues…. [Also], a sort of sense of both wearing who
we are, but also keeping our sense of creativity and play and fun. But that we are the
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largest theatre in Middle Tennessee, and we are as old as we are… we serve a lot of
people and I think wearing a certain amount of gravitas in what we do.… We are cool!
And so, we can wear our cool. And share our cool. I guess that’s what I really feel like….
Let’s share our cool. (Nolan interview)
As with any nonprofit, there are obviously challenges that will need to be addressed
going forward as well, some new and some ongoing. During interviews, multiple staff and Board
members made reference to a growing difficulty in booking schools due to a shortage of bus
drivers to bring students on field trips, a hurdle that has been on NCT’s mind for multiple
seasons at this point (Fuss interview #1; Eskind interview; Brewer interview #2; Nolan
interview). Eskind also notes that dramatically increasing donor participation was initially to
have been a particular focus during her term as Board Chair, a focus which ultimately was forced
to take a backseat to the immediate leadership crisis and search process which emerged mere
months before she took office. Going forward, the former Board Chair points out that it is
essential to find and cultivate new donors and to diversify revenue sources. Lastly, both Peters
and Eskind note that increasing awareness of the theatre in general needs to be a key priority.
Despite the company’s impact on generations of students and being an acknowledged leader of
the local arts community, Peters quips “we had the best theatre that no one ever saw. And that
was kind of our tongue-in-cheek tagline” (Peters interview). Eskind echoes that sentiment,
noting “If I could live here since ’93 to 2012 and never have heard about NCT, that’s a
problem…. I don’t like being the biggest, best-kept secret in Nashville…. We don’t want to be a
secret” (Eskind interview).
Still, these challenges are not viewed as insurmountable, and the current leadership
looks optimistically ahead toward facing them. Artistic Director Nolan points out “I’m actually
really proud of all the hurdles that have happened at various different times and how both the
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artistic staff and the administrative staff have overcome those hurdles… and how we’ve met
those challenges” (Nolan interview). Jamie Eskind echoes that sentiment of how the
organization has come together to face its challenges and will continue to do so.
I think it’s very doable, very fixable, the challenges that we have. It just takes a little bit
of effort and a little bit of refocus…. It can be a little bit overwhelming at times, and it’s
a lot to have on you too, and I know that what happens there is people are like family….
Y’all are family, and it’s hard to keep things going when there’s problems. But as far as
NCT in general? I think there’s nothing that could ever stop it. (Eskind interview)
A Legacy of Quality, Mission-Driven Theatre
When looking at an organization which has spanned nearly nine decades, it is tempting,
and even valid, to focus on how a company and its product has changed. In discussing recent
history, the subject of differences between the tenures of Copeland and Nolan, as well as their
artistic work, invariably were mentioned by those interviewed along with differences in
operations, branding, or the facility. Critic Amy Stumpfl points to Copeland’s penchant for
producing literary classics with “a story-book warmth,” while she notes that Nolan is “a huge
reader” who is immersed in newer trends, stories, and titles and “has a real good eye for that
kind of material” (Stumpfl interview). Critic Jef Ellis notes differences in the two directors’
styles, a difference which he hopes will lure-in newer audiences at Nolan’s shows to join the
established faithful brought in by Copeland. “He’s done things that are bigger and more
theatrical,” Ellis explains.
I think Ernie has given more of a, if you will, a mainstream theatre audience a reason to
want to come see a show here…. I think that Ernie has his finger on the pulse of what’s
happening in the world, and so, as a result, he’s had an uncanny ability to capture a
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particular moment in the theatrical zeitgeist and done productions that really speak to
the moment, and I think that’s brilliant.
Jokingly and with a smile, Ellis also notes that while both directors are known for their
showmanship, Copeland could be more “Barnum-esque” whereas Nolan’s work is “glitzier” (Ellis
interview), descriptions which both artists would likely be proud to acknowledge.
However, focusing on differences (both artistically and organizationally) doesn’t present
the fullest picture. The story of Nashville Children’s Theatre’s evolution must also take into
account what has remained constant. Certainly, there are several similarities between Copeland
and Nolan, as many are quick to point out. One notable overlap in the two men’s experience is
their roles in the wider TYA Community; like Copeland who led ASSITEJ/USA for two terms,
Nolan has served on the ASSITEJ International Executive committee since May 2017 (just
months after coming to NCT) as TYA/USA’s representative. Nolan, for his part, points out that
he and Copeland both are drawn to playwriting out of a desire to tell a story in ways that they
couldn’t find in any existing script. The current Artistic Director also acknowledges his desire to
maintain the leadership role that Copeland established in the local theatre community. “Scot
had a wonderful sense of respect from this community, and people… felt like there was a leader
around. While I’m a different person and personality, I hope to continue in that sort of idea”
(Nolan interview). Jamie Eskind points out another similarity, saying “where I think they came
together is I do really think they’re both brilliant, creative minds” (Eskind interview).
Other important constants exist beyond the similarities of two artists. Though NCT has
grown from a community program of a civic organization, through a period of being an amateur
company led by volunteers, and ultimately into a highly professional company known
throughout the global TYA community, many aspects of its operations remain the same. Despite
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expanding its public performances, the company’s main artistic focus is still serving the students
and schools of Middle Tennessee, with school performances comprising approximately 80% of
NCT’s primary business (Nolan interview). Additionally, the staff and leadership continue to be
comprised of highly dedicated individuals who often remain with the company for long tenures
due to their belief in and love for the ideals of the organization. Though it has taken many forms
over the years, a commitment to education has been another constant of NCT’s/NAT’s
programs, and a penchant for the creation of new work by the company can also be traced back
to the theatre’s earliest seasons.
Perhaps the most important constant, however, is the organization’s values and the
commitment its leaders have shown to that end. Though the wording of the Nashville Children’s
Theatre’s mission statement has periodically changed to reflect language of the day, it has
always boiled down to certain basic elements; amongst these are that area youth deserve to be
presented with top-quality professional theatre, that access to this theatre should be provided
to children of all backgrounds, and that the work of the theatre should inspire, educate, and
foster growth in these children. Throughout the years, from the earliest volunteers to currentday staff and leadership, a dedication to these tenets is pronounced again and again in the way
the NCT family describes its work and its aims.
NCT’s original Junior League leaders invited institutionalized children to the theatre’s
first ever final-dress rehearsal in 1931 and insisted on professional-quality work from their
amateur company. Volunteers of the 1950s like Ann Stahlman Hill sought a dedicated facility to
ensure that even more children could attend performances. Charles Doughty created the
Troupers School to expand the company’s educational impact, and John Murrey carried on that
tradition both as Artistic Director and later as Academy Director. Dr. Tom Kartak embraced
school integration and new business models, toured performances across the state and globally,
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and expanded programming into older age groups. Scot Copeland strove for a fully professional
company that could survive to serve future generations of kids, ensured that NCT would cover
costs for children who couldn’t afford field trip fees, and pursued bold, challenging topics to
broaden viewers’ perspectives. Today, Ernie Nolan pursues more multicultural stories which
provide greater representation, and actively expands theatrical experiences to the youngest of
audience members. In these ways and many others across the better part of a century,
Nashville Children’s Theatre has been and remains consistent in its commitment that “A cultural
heritage is the right of all children” (Manley, 1968, p. 35) as it “nurtures the next generation of
global citizens by providing transformational theatrical experiences” (“Our Mission…”, n.d.,
paragraph 1).
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This research took over a year to conduct and, in some ways, could still be considered
unfinished. The narrative contained in this work was built upon three primary methods of data
collection: compiling publicly available published writings, investigating the company’s archival
material, and conducting interviews. Often, all three of these phases occurred concurrently,
with each method informing use of the others, leading to a stronger form of synthesis in the
writing process.
Publicly Available Published Writing
Much of the literature regarding Nashville Children’s Theatre/Nashville Academy
Theatre exists as press coverage of performances, special events, leadership announcements,
and other noteworthy subjects. Several Nashville periodicals (including The Tennessean, The
Nashville Banner, The Nashville Business Journal, Nashville Scene, Dare, Some, and Nashville
Parent among others) have given extensive coverage to the organization throughout its lifespan.
In particular, NCT benefitted from the attention of celebrated journalist Clara Hieronymus at The
Tennessean; Hieronymus was lauded nationally for her dedication to covering theatre arts and
culture, as well as her decision to critique and respect the TYA field in the same manner as
traditional theatre. Her attention to NCT/NAT over the years leant the organization a great deal
of credibility (when it was earned).
A significant amount of research time was spent using the Newspapers.com website to
retrieve and/or search for items regarding Nashville Children’s Theatre; this source was utilized
because of its higher level of access to back-issues of The Tennessean than could be attained
through ProQuest or other periodical search engines. Unfortunately, archives of The Nashville
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Banner after 1963 are not as easily accessed. The Nashville Public Library’s special collection of
the Banner seems to be the greatest resource for that periodical, but it is not
available/searchable online. While NPL Special Collections librarian Deborah May was an
invaluable help in locating information on a handful of specific post-1963 Banner articles,
COVID-related library closures unfortunately made more extensive use of that newspaper’s
work logistically impossible during this research period. Again, it is therefore fortunate that The
Tennessean dedicated so much effort to reporting on NCT/NAT over the years.
Other published materials included such occasional coverage in periodicals as the
notable Time magazine article of 2004, an article submitted to Theatre Arts magazine by Clara
Hieronymus in 1961, and even a 2008 regional-focus piece in Tennessee issues of Southern
Living magazine.
Additionally, much of the early historical context contained in this work is drawn from
the theses created by Betsy Manley and Frances Daniel. The existence of both theses was
unknown to anyone working at NCT when this project commenced in 2019, and they were
discovered during the earliest days of initial research. Daniel’s thesis was discovered first in an
issue of The Tennessean which featured a photo and caption (no article) of Daniel presenting a
copy of her work to Dr. Kartak (Hieronymus, 1977d). In reviewing a copy of Daniel’s thesis
which had been given to the Tennessee State Archives, references were found to Manley’s prior
thesis; a copy of that work was obtained via interlibrary loan from the University of Georgia
Library. Both theses were scanned to PDF file using book scanning devices at the State Archives
and Belmont’s Bunch Library, and these PDF copies have been uploaded to the Nashville
Children’s Theatre computer server for the company’s future use.
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NCT Archival Material
Nashville Children’s Theatre has not utilized a formal archiving protocol across the 89
years of its existence. Instead, various items have merely been informally put aside for
posterity, but without any usable organizational aid. The one exception to this is the Child
Drama Archives at Arizona State University in Tempe, AZ. At irregular intervals, donations of
NCT/NAT material were made to the ASU archives, and they maintain a vast collection of the
company’s historical material. Unfortunately, none of the ASU archive material may be viewed
online; requests must be made to the archive for specific items to be scanned and emailed (in
the instances when doing so is even logistically possible), thereby making any use of that
resource a painstakingly time-consuming endeavor.
Materials kept on-site by NCT had been stored in various locations throughout the
building, primarily in a collection of cardboard file boxes in the company copy room; some of
these boxes feature vague labeling on the side which hint at some of the contents, but no
detailed manifests had ever been created, and indeed some labeling was woefully incomplete
while other boxes were not labeled at all. During a period of leadership transition in 2017, the
company’s Managing Director had even ordered a staff member to throw away some of these
unmarked boxes; thankfully, that employee asked if I would like to have those boxes instead of
letting them go into the trash, and I have maintained those boxes (some of which contained
important artifacts) at my home ever since.
In addition to the haphazard file boxes which contained various company records, I was
also able to make extensive use of the former Company Stage Manager’s collection of
production scripts from the mid-1980s through to present day. For many years, company policy
had been to file away the Stage Manager’s prompt script in the event that a remount of that
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production were considered later; this allowed for the director and designers to reference their
previous production(s) when preparing for the revival. These scripts were often filed along with
other production documents such as playbills, education guides, rehearsal schedules, technical
and cue plots, and press clippings from local papers (this is where most of my access to Nashville
Banner and other non-Tennessean periodicals was found).
When Nashville Children’s Theatre closed its facility to the public in March 2020 due to
COVID-19, I brought all the archival file-boxes from NCT’s Copy Room to my home and began
meticulously cataloguing their contents. This not only provided an exceptional amount of indepth knowledge and familiarity regarding the company’s operations (especially during the
tenure of Allison Dillon, who seemingly insisted on a fastidious documentation regimen), but
also allowed me during the writing phase of this work to more easily refer back to and find
documents which I had already come across during initial research. A further hope is that this
new catalogue of materials will be of similar use to the organization, and perhaps assist in
allowing the company to organize these materials more formally in the future.
Interviews
Interviews were formally conducted with nearly 20 different individuals whose
experiences with the organization spanned between 1973 to present day. Among these
interviewees were past and current full-time employees, performing artists, members of the
Board of Directors, and area theatre critics. Interview subjects were selected specifically to
acquire as broad a spectrum of experiences across the 1977-2019 period as possible.
During early research among published and archived materials, I began to create
reference documents which would allow for easier reference of historical information than was
presently available. Among these new reference materials are a database of NCT-related
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individuals which catalogues how each person interacted with the organization (i.e., actor,
administrative staff, educator, Board member, volunteer, etc.), a list of all NCT Board Chairs,
cast lists for all past productions, and catalogues of what materials exist regarding each show or
season. Through the processing of this information and creation of these documents, obvious
candidates for interviews began to surface.
Efforts were made to contact roughly 40 different individuals for participation in this
research. Most individuals were initially contacted via email, though necessity required that
some be reached through other platforms such as text messages, social media platforms,
mutual friends, and phone calls. Many individuals did not respond to initial inquiries or declined
invitations to participate. Those who did participate were encouraged to pick the date and time
of their interview and given a list of potential questions they might be asked.
In addition to the collection of basic statistical information (duration of
employment/involvement with NCT, nature of involvement/job title, etc.), each interview
involved a set of standard questions, including but not limited to:
•

What was your first interaction with Nashville Children’s Theatre/Nashville Academy
Theatre?

•

Can you describe the theatre’s leadership/organizational structure during your time
there? What was the proportion of volunteers vs. paid staff in the leadership?

•

What was NCT’s/NAT’s image in the community at-large when you
worked/volunteered/studied there?

•

What changes did the theatre undergo during your tenure, and what motivated
those changes?

•

What is your favorite memory of NCT/NAT?
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In addition to these standard queries, interviewees were asked individualized questions
relevant to their specific role in the theatre; for instance, actors were asked to describe their
experiences in the theatre’s artistic process, while administrative staff were asked to describe
the most pressing business concerns or events of the organization.
During initial preparation for research, interviews were intended to be scheduled during
May and June of 2020 and were to be conducted face-to-face. The Covid-19 pandemic required
that procedures be adapted somewhat; interviews were instead conducted between June and
September of 2020, and participants were asked to choose how they wished to proceed with
their interview: in-person or virtual. Most participants understandably chose to participate
virtually, and the bulk of interviews were conducted/recorded using the Zoom meetings
platform. Some participants preferred to still meet in-person, and these interviews were
conducted at a location of the participant’s choosing (typically at their home or at Nashville
Children’s Theatre, though one participant preferred to come to my home). In-person
interviews were recorded directly to my laptop using lavalier microphones and the Audacity
recording program. In case of technical issues, all interviews (virtual or in-person) were also
recorded onto a handheld Homder digital recorder, the files for which were later transferred
onto my computer.
The only instance in which a participant’s preference could not be met was for two
interviewees, both residing together in Houston, Texas. Initially, plans were made for me to
travel to Houston in June and conduct interviews with these participants; however, Houston’s
emergence as a Covid-19 hotspot, combined with my own financial limitations during pandemicrelated unemployment, made such a trip highly-inadvisable. The two participants in question
expressed a preference for in-person interviews due to not having sufficient access to
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technology or necessary technical skills to participate in Zoom-based interviews; instead,
arrangements were made for them to use a neighbor’s computer for their interviews.
Following the interviews, transcripts of each session were created, and participants
were provided with a copy of their interview as either a printed transcript, an audio-recording
file, or both as per stated their preference. Interviewees were also asked to indicate if any
portions of their interview should be kept confidential and (if so) under what conditions or
restrictions. Transcripts were created in Microsoft Word while using the Audacity program to
playback the original Zoom or Audacity recordings (with occasional use of the handheld
recordings as necessary for clarity).
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Chapter 4
Plans for Further Research
As with any worthwhile investigation, learning the answers to some questions in this
process has simply led to other unanswered questions about NCT’s history. There is certainly
much more that can be learned and documented, and it is my intention to continue this
research beyond the completion of this thesis.
Further interviews
In the interest of completing this thesis project in a timely manner, the number of
interview participants was limited to 18 (for a total of 21 interviews, accounting for three
subjects who were interviewed across multiple sessions). During the year-long course of
research, many other individuals were recommended as useful potential interviewees by their
peers, while others volunteered (and even requested) to be interviewed in the future. It is my
intention to continue with further interviews after graduation and collect as many personal
recollections of the theatre as possible. Given that there are thousands of people living today
who have either worked for, volunteered at, been a patron of, or otherwise interacted with
Nashville Children’s Theatre, the potential for collecting a vast oral history on the subject is
enormous. Many of the same interviewing methods will be employed as in this research,
though it may be useful to also ask less-specific questions with some individuals and simply pose
broader queries along the lines of “What comes to mind when I mention [insert name of
performer/show/event/employee]?”
Formalized NCT Archives
Following completion of cataloguing existing archival materials at NCT’s offices, I plan to
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work with the company’s leadership to develop formalized procedures for preservation and
organization of both existing and future archived items. This will include re-organizing current
materials into standardized categories as well as establishing protocol for certain staff to retain
future press releases, media articles, audio/video recordings and publicity photographs, and
archival copies of Board materials. No such standardized procedures exist currently and should
become a regular practice to ensure that future research and documentation can be performed
more easily.
The Arizona State University Archives
When travel is considered safe again following the eventual conclusion of the current
Covid-19 pandemic, it will be useful to make one (or several trips) to the Arizona State
University Child Drama Archives and review their collection of NCT materials. As Nashville
Children’s Theatre does not currently have its own copies of much of this material, viewing the
archive and creating copies for NCT’s own archives will be beneficial both to the company and to
further research. Items such as letters from NCT leaders to the Nashville government (and vice
versa) during the campaign for a facility in the late-1950s, old programs and posters, a wealth of
newspaper articles, box office reports, and more could provide enlightenment on many areas of
the company’s history.
Further Writing
Though this thesis is far longer than I ever imagined it would become, it also does not
begin to scratch the surface of the incredible stories and histories that I uncovered through
interviews and even old newspaper articles. By nature, the principal thrust of this writing has
been to examine the evolution of NCT as an organization; though I often referenced important
work as it impacted the course of the company’s future, much of the actual art produced (and
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the lives of individuals who contributed to it) had to take a backseat to the telling of business
concerns and shifts in structure or mission. In a way, I feel that this has forced the thesis to
somewhat miss the heart of Nashville Children’s Theatre, the most important parts, the parts
that make it truly special. When discussing Ann Hill stalking City Councilmen for a vote, there
was no room to discuss how Vanderbilt University donated an embalmed cat for use as a prop in
a production of Tom Sawyer (Bivin, 1961). Ensuring there was room to describe the struggles
surrounding the future of Board leadership in the mid-1980s meant not discussing the day that
Lorna Turner, mere days after her hiring, saw separate pieces of a giant hamburger walk past
her desk in a seeming parade (Turner interview). Including background for the company’s
second name-change came at the expense of not describing Rona Carter’s unusual encounter
with a Roy Orbison impersonator during Quest one year (Carter interview).
The structural story of NCT ought to provide a framework around which these other
stories should ultimately explore the body and soul of the theatre’s fuller story. As such, I plan
to use the coming decade to continue collecting oral histories and pursuing this research with
the intention of producing a book that tells a more well-rounded history of Nashville Children’s
Theatre in time for the company’s centennial anniversary in 2031. As current Artistic Director
Ernie Nolan pointed out with his theme for the 2017/2018 season, “Everyone Has a Story” and I
intend to make sure that as many of them are told as possible.
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Appendix A: NCT/NAT Iconography
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Appendix B: Selected Bricks
This selection of bricks presents samples of the various artistic styles and the depth of talent
found on the backstage corridor walls, representing NCT/NAT family from 1962 through 2019.
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Appendix C: List of NCT/NAT Productions
The following list attempts to collect all known performances produced by (or for)
Nashville Children’s Theatre to present day. A full listing will include the show’s title, playwright,
performance dates, venue(s), programming series (if applicable), and director. Any item which
could not be verified for a particular show is not listed. After December 1960, the venue should
be assumed to be the NCT’s current facility on the Fulton Campus unless otherwise noted. Not
all summer student productions are listed, as sufficient information on many of them could no
longer be found. Student shows produced by the Education program (Trouper School, Players
Company, Emerging Artists, etc.) are denoted with an asterisk (*). Shows produced as part of
the regular NCT/NAT season by an outside organization are denoted with a hashmark (#).
Shows which are not part of a regular season (touring-only shows, radio plays, etc.) are denoted
with a caret (^). Shows which are known to be world premieres are denoted with two asterisks
(**). For adapted works, only the adapting playwright(s) is/are listed.
1931-1932
Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp by Theodora DuBois: December 11 & 12, 1931, Little
Theatre. Julian Rochelle - Director
Alice in Wonderland: April 8 & 9, 1932, Little Theatre. Julian Rochelle - Director
1932-1933
#Sue Hastings’s Marionettes presenting Hansel & Gretel, Pumpkin Patch Pranks, &
Gooseberry Mandarin: Dec 6, 1932, Belmont Theatre.
#Movie Program including Penrod’s Sam, Our Gang Comedy, Choo-Choo, Trees &
Flowers, & live performance by magician Paul McWilliams: March 10, 1933, Belmont
Theatre.
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The Patchwork Girl of Oz by Mrs. James Waller Marshall: May 4-6, 1933, Little Theater.
Inez Alder – Director
1933-1934
The King of Camarand by Theodora DuBois: Dec 16, 1933, Orpheum Theatre
#The Wee Circus (Dance Playlet) by Lucy Bank Mower. Mar 17, 1934, Orpheum Theatre.
Lucy Bank Mower – Director
The Magic Tinder Box by Mrs. C.W. Spicer. May 26, 1934, Orpheum Theatre. Inez Alder
- Director
1934-1935
The Secret Garden by Clare Tree Major: Nov 2 & 3, 1934, Hillsboro Theatre. Rufus
Phillips - Director
#Mother Goose Tea Party (Dance Playlet) by Lucy Banks Mowers. Feb 23, 1935,
Orpheum Theater. Lucy Banks Mowers – Director
The Wizard of Oz: Apr 27, 1935, Hillsboro Theatre. Harold Selman - Director
1935-1936
^Orgets in the Air (Radio play) by Frances Fullerton Jones: Tuesdays from Oct 15, 1935 –
Jan 7, 1936, WSM Radio.
Cinderella by Harold Selman: Dec 7, 1935, Hillsboro Theatre. Harold Selman - Director
#The Mary Lou Marionette Troup feat. Hansel & Gretel and other stories: Mar 7, 1936,
Hillsboro Theatre. Mamie Bradley - Puppeteer
Tattercoats and the Black Prince by Elizabeth McCormick: May 23, 1936, Hillsboro
Theatre. Eleanor “Hank” Fort - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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1936-1937
Jack and the Beanstalk by Charlotte Chorpenning: Nov 5-7, 1936, Community
Playhouse. Inez Alder – Director
#Dr. Joseph Bushe’s Marionette Variety Show: Dec 3-5, 1936, Sterchi Bros. Dept. Store.
Heidi by Lucille Miller: Feb 25-27, 1937, Community Playhouse. Inez Alder -Director
Peanuts in a Striped Bag by Elizabeth Dooley: May 13-15, 1937, Community Playhouse.
Inez Alder - Director
1937-1938
The Indian Captive: Nov 2-4, 1937, Community Playhouse. Martha Brush – Director
Hans Brinker or The Silver Skates by Charlotte Chorpenning: Dec 15-18, 1937,
Community Playhouse. Inez Alder - Director
The Patchwork Girl of Oz: Mar 16-19, 1938, Community Playhouse.
Tom Sawyer by Sara Spencer: May 4-7, 1938, Community Playhouse. Fritz Kleibacker Director
1938-1939
Rip Van Winkle: Nov 2-4, 1938, Community Playhouse. Fritz Kleibacker - Director
The Christmas Nightingale: Dec 20-23, 1938, Community Playhouse. Rebecca Rice Director
Seven Little Rebels by Rosemary Gabbert Musil: Mar 1-4, 1939, Community Playhouse.
Margaret Hall & Fritz Kleibacker - Directors
The Emperor's New Clothes by Charlotte Chorpenning: May 3-6, 1939, Community
Playhouse. Margaret Hall - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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1939-1940
**Young Hickory by Helen McKenna: Nov 8-11, 1939, Community Playhouse. Margaret
Hall - Director
The Ghost of Mr. Penny by Rosemary Gabbert Musil: Dec 13-16, 1939, Community
Playhouse. Margaret Hall - Director
Oliver Twist by Muriel Brown: Jan 31 – Feb 3, 1940, Community Playhouse. Brinley Rees
- Director
#Pinocchio by Edwin Strawbridge Ballet Co: March 23, 1940, West End High School.
Hansel and Gretel by Brinley Rees: Apr 30 – May 4, 1940, Community Playhouse.
Brinley Rees - Director
1940-1941
Titian, The Wonder Boy of Cadore by Nora Tulley: Oct 30 – Nov 2, 1940, Community
Playhouse.
Sleeping Beauty by Charlotte Chorpenning: Dec 4-7, 1940, Community Playhouse; Dec
9, 1940, Tour to Old Hickory. Brinley Rees - Director
#The Bumble Bee Prince by Junior Programs: Jan 24, 1941, War Memorial Auditorium.
Toad of Toad Hall by A.A. Milne: Feb 26-29, 1941, Community Playhouse. Brinley Rees Director
Emil and the Detectives: May 7-10, 1941, Community Playhouse.
1941-1942
The Five Little Peppers by Rosemary Gabbert Musil: Oct 29 – Nov 1, 1941, Community
Playhouse. Corwin Rife - Director
#Ali Baba & the Forty Theives by Leselli Marionettes: Dec 6, 1941, Ryman Auditorium.
Tom Sawyer's Treasure Hunt by Charlotte Chorpenning: Mar 18-21, 1942, Community

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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Playhouse. Corwin Rife & Fritz Kleibacker - Directors
Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp: Apr 29 – May 2, 1942, Community Playhouse. Fritz
Kleibacker - Director
1942-1943
#Doodle Dandy of the U.S.A. by Junior Programs: Nov 14, 1942, Ryman Auditorium
(partnership w/ Metropolitan Opera Guild).
1943-1944
Tattercoats and the Black Prince by Elizabeth McCormick: Nov 11-13, 1943, Community
Playhouse. Inez Alder - Director
Rumpelstiltskin by Charlotte Chorpenning: Feb 17-19, 1944, Community Playhouse.
Inez Alder - Director
The Garden Circus: Apr 27-29, 1944, Community Playhouse.
1944-1945
Cinderella by Charlotte Chorpenning: Dec 6-9, 1944, Community Playhouse. W.G.
McComas - Director
#A Christmas Carol (Marionette movie) by William Gernert: Dec 29, 1944, War
Memorial Auditorium. William Gernert - Director
The Sapphire Signet by James Rawls & Roberta Seaman: March 6-10, 1945, Community
Playhouse. W.G. McComas - Director
The Wizard of Oz by Elizabeth Goodspeed: May 1-5, 1945, Community Playhouse. Inez
Alder - Director
1945-1946
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs by Jessie Braham White: Nov 13-17, 1945,
Community Playhouse. Raymond Johnson & Jim Reppert - Directors

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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#Marionette Double Feature feat. Cinderella (live) by Tom Tichenor & Alice in
Wonderland (film) by William Gernert: Dec 26-31, 1945, Community Playhouse.
#Christopher Columbus by Strawbridge Ballet Co: Jan 18, 1946, Ryman Auditorium.
Jack and the Beanstalk by Charlotte Chorpenning: Apr 23-27, 1946, West End High
School. Inez Alder - Director
1946-1947
The Indian Captive by Charlotte Chorpenning: Oct 22-26, 1946, Community Playhouse.
Wyman Kane - Director
#Marionette Double Feature feat. Jack Rabbit & the Beanstalk (live) by Tom Tichenor &
Treasure Island (film) by William Gernert: Dec 27, 28, & 30, Community Playhouse.
#Pinocchio by Strawbridge Ballet Co: Jan 29, 1947, Ryman Auditorium.
Snow Maiden by Anne Nicholsen & Charlotte Chorpenning: Mar 11-15, 1947,
Community Playhouse. Wyman Kane - Director
Peter, Peter, Pumpkin Eater by Martha B. King: May 5-9, 1947, Community Playhouse.
Wyman Kane - Director
1947-1948
The Princess and the Swineherd by Madge Miller: Sep 30 – Oct 4, 1937, Community
Playhouse. Carolyn Binkley - Director
The Tempest by William Shakespeare: Dec 10-20, Community Playhouse. Raymond
Johnson & Carolyn Binkley - Directors
#Simple Simon/An Arabian Night by Strawbridge Ballet Co: Feb 2, 1948, War Memorial
Auditorium.
Tom Sawyer by Sara Spencer: Mar 30 – Apr 3, 1948, Community Playhouse. Martha
Brush - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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1948-1949
Daniel Boone by Leona Baptist: Nov 2-6, 1948, Community Playhouse. Mrs. Barthell
Joseph - Director
The Emperor's New Clothes by Charlotte Chorpenning: Mar 21-26, 1949, Community
Playhouse. Mrs. Barthell Joseph - Director
Sleeping Beauty by Charlotte Chorpenning: May 9-14, 1949, Community Playhouse.
Wyman Kane - Director
1949-1950
Hans Brinker by Charlotte Chorpenning: Oct 17-22, 1949, Community Playhouse.
Wyman Kane - Director
Peter Pan by Sir James Barrie (Dec 12-17, 1949, Community Playhouse, w/ Community
Playhouse. Raymond Johnson - Director
The Patchwork Girl of Oz by Mrs. James Waller Marshall: Feb 13-18, 1950, Community
Playhouse. Wyman Kane - Director
**Bridleboy by Damaris Witherspoon Steele: Mar 28 – Apr 1, 1950, Community
Playhouse. Wyman Kane - Director
1950-1951
Treasure Island by Dorothy Drew: Oct 30 – Nov 4, 1950, Community Playhouse.
Raymond Johnson - Director
#Puss in Boots by Strawbridge Ballet Co: Dec 1, 1950, War Memorial Auditorium.
The Clown Who Ran Away by Conrad Seiler: Feb 26 – Mar 6, 1951, Community
Playhouse. Raymond Johnson - Director
Rumpelstiltskin by Charlotte Chorpenning: Apr 9-14, 1951, Community Playhouse.
Raymond Johnson - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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1951-1952
The Panda and the Spy by Mary Virginia Heinlein: Nov 5-10, 1951, Community
Playhouse. Howard R. Orms – Director
Alice in Wonderland by Madge Miller: Feb 4-8, 1952, Community Playhouse. Howard
Orms - Director
Marco Polo: Mar 17-22, 1952, Community Playhouse. Howard Orms - Director
1952-1953
King Arthur and the Magic Sword by Keith M. Engan: Nov 3-8, 1952, Community
Playhouse. Howard Orms - Director
The Magic Turquoise: Feb 9-14, 1953, Community Playhouse. Howard Orms - Director
Peter, Peter, Pumpkin Eater by Martha B. King: Apr 27 – May 2, 1953, Community
Playhouse. Howard Orms - Director
1953-1954
Tom Sawyer: Nov 9-14, 1953, Community Playhouse. Howard Orms - Director
Land of the Dragon by Madge Miller. Feb 8-13, 1954, Community Playhouse. Howard
Orms - Director
Simple Simon by Aurand Harris: Mar 29 – Apr 3, 1954, Community Playhouse. Howard
Orms - Director
1954-1955
Buffalo Bill by Aurand Harris: Nov 15-20, 1954, Community Playhouse. Don Roberts Director
Mr. Dooley, Jr. by Rose Franken: Jan 15-22, 1955, Community Playhouse. Don Roberts Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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Jack and the Beanstalk: Feb 28 – Mar 5, 1955, Community Playhouse. Don Roberts Director
1955-1956
Hansel and Gretel by Madge Miller: Nov 10-19, 1955, Community Playhouse. Don
Roberts - Director
Once Upon a Clothesline by Aurand Harris: Feb 3-10, 1956, Community Playhouse.
Leonore “Lennie” Goodkin - Director
Robin Hood [script devised by cast]: Mar 15-23, 1956, Community Playhouse. Leonore
“Lennie” Goodkin - Director
1956-1957
The Snow Queen and the Goblin by Martha Bennett King: Oct 31 – Nov 10, 1956,
Community Playhouse. Elizabeth “Liz” Herbert Williams - Director
Mr. Popper's Penguins: Jan 31- Feb 9, 1957, Community Playhouse. Julia Stifler (Mrs.
William Stifler Jr.) - Director
Young Hickory by Helen McKenna: Mar 14-22, 1957, Community Playhouse. Julia Stifler
(Mrs. William Stifler Jr.) - Director
1957-1958
The Enchanted Box by Alan Cullen: Oct 24 – Nov 2, 1957, Community Playhouse. Norma
Sykes - Director
The Magic Horn of Charlemagne by Anne Nicholson & Charlotte Chorpenning: Jan 30 –
Feb 8, 1958, Community Playhouse. Joe Wright - Director
To the Moon by Tom Tichenor: March 19-29, 1958, Community Playhouse. Barbara
Izzard - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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1958-1959
Seven at One Blow by Tom Tichenor & Barbara Izzard: Nov 12-22, 1958, Vanderbilt
University. Barbara Izzard - Director
Young Ben Franklin by Faye Parker: Jan 21-31, 1959, Vanderbilt University.
The Panda and the Spy by Mary Virginia Heinlein: Apr 1-10, 1959, Vanderbilt University.
Barbara Izzard - Director
1959-1960
Puss in Boots by Madge Miller: Dec 3-12 ,1959, Vanderbilt University. Mrs. Arthur Janis
- Director
Captain Kidd's Treasure: Jan 27 – Feb 6, 1960, Vanderbilt University. Bill Gehres Director
Land of the Dragon by Madge Miller: Mar 2-12, 1960, Vanderbilt University; Mar 14,
1960, Centennial Park; Mar 18, 1960, SETC at Chattanooga. Gene Feist - Director
1960-1961
The Twelve Dancing Princesses by Tom Tichenor: Dec 3-20, 1960. Charles Doughty Director
Tom Sawyer by Sara Spencer: Feb 15 – Mar 4, 1961. Charles Doughty - Director
Alice in Wonderland by Charles Doughty: Apr 18 – May 9, 1961. Charles Doughty Director
1961-1962
The Ghost of Mr. Penny by Rosemary G. Musil: Oct 24 – Dec 2, 1961. Charles Doughty Director
Johnny Moonbeam & the Silver Arrow by Joseph Golden: Jan 23 – Feb 24, 1962.

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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Charles Doughty - Director
Cinderella by Robert Leo Taylor: Apr 3 – May 15, 1962. Charles Doughty - Director
1962-1963
Pinocchio by Charles Doughty: Oct 23 – Dec 8, 1962. Charles Doughty - Director
The Clown Who Ran Away by Conrad Seiler: Jan 15 – Feb 23, 1963. Charles Doughty Director
The Blue Bird by Charles Doughty: March 12 – May 4, 1963. Charles Doughty - Director
1963-1964
King Midas and the Golden Touch by Charlotte Chorpenning: Oct 22 – Dec 7, 1963.
Charles Doughty - Director
The Clown and His Circus by Conrad Seiler: Jan 14 – Feb 29, 1964. Charles Doughty Director
The Wizard of Oz: Mar 30 - May 23, 1964. Charles Doughty - Director
*Love Rides the Rail or Will the Mail Train Run Tonight by Morland Cary: Jul 21 – Aug 1,
1964. Charles Doughty - Director
1964-1965
The Panda and the Spy by Mary Virginia Heinlein: Oct 20 – Nov 21, 1964. Charles
Doughty - Director
Jack and the Beanstalk by Charles Doughty: Feb 9 – Mar 14, 1965. Charles Doughty Director
The Man in the Moon: Apr 20 – May 22, 1965. Charles Doughty - Director
*Instant Clowns: Jul 13 – Aug 14, 1965 @ NCT; Aug 19-20, Tour. Charles & Carol
Doughty - Directors
*It Says Here: Jul 20 – Aug 14, 1965. Charles & Carol Doughty - Directors

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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1965-1966
Reynard the Fox by Arthur Fauquez: Oct 26 – Dec 4 , 1965. Charles Doughty - Director
Treasure Island by Charles Doughty: Feb 8 – Mar 12, 1966. Charles Doughty - Director
Beauty and the Beast by Terry Caplenor: Apr 19 – May 21, 1966. Charles Doughty Director
*The Clown Out West by Conrad Seiler: Jul 14 – Aug 20, 1966. Charles Doughty Director
*Damn Yankees by George Abbott, Douglad Wallop, Richard Adler, & Jerry Ross: Jul 28 –
Aug 20, 1966. Charles Doughty - Director
1966-1967
The Emperor's New Clothes by Charlotte Chorpenning: Nov 1 – Dec 10, 1966. Charles
Doughty - Director
Alice in Wonderland by Charles Doughty: Feb 7 – Mar 11, 1967. Charles Doughty Director
Robin Hood: Apr 18 – May 20, 1967. Charles Doughty - Director
*I Sincerely Doubt That This Old House is Very Haunted by Paul Crabtree: Jul 11 – Aug
5, 1967. Charles Doughty - Director
1967-1968
Androcles and the Lion by Aurand Harris: Oct 31 – Dec 9, 1967. Charles Doughty –
Director.
The Thirteen Clocks by Fred Sadoff & Mark Bucci: Feb 13 – Mar 16, 1968. Charles
Doughty - Director
Don Quixote of La Mancha by Arthur Fauquez: Apr 23 – May 25, 1968. Charles & Carol
Doughty - Directors

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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*The Golden Goose by Tom Tichenor: July 10-23, 1968. Tom Tichenor - Director
1968-1969
Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp: Oct 29 – Dec 7, 1968. John Murrey - Director
King Arthur's Sword: Feb 4 – Mar 8, 1969. John Murrey - Director
The Dancing Donkey by Eric Vos: Apr 15 – May 17, 1969. John Murrey - Director
*Good Grief, A Griffin: Jul 23-26, 1969. Kender Jones - Director
1969-1970
Sinbad the Sailor: Oct 28 – Dec 12, 1969. John Murrey - Director
The Snow Queen and the Goblin by Martha Bennett King: Feb 6 – Mar 8, 1970. John
Murrey -Director
The Invisible People by William Lavendar: Apr 14 – May 16, 1970. John Murrey Director
*From Laughter to Tears: An Evening of Entertainment feat. Three Actors and Their
Drama by Michel de Ghelderode, Aria da Capo by Edna St. Vincent Millay, & Hello Out
There by William Saroyan: July 10-11, 1970. Jim Warren - Director
1970-1971
The Tinder Box: Oct 3 – Dec 12, 1970. John Murrey - Director
The Clown Who Ran Away by Conrad Seiler: Feb 2 – Mar 6, 1971. John Murrey Director
Aesop's Falables by Ed Graczyk: Apr 20 – May 22, 1971. John Murrey - Director
*Wilder and Wilder feat. Box and Cox by John Madison Morton, Infancy by Thornton
Wilder, & Pullman Car Hiawatha by Thornton Wilder; Jul 9-10, 1971. Jim Warren Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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1971-1972
The Land of the Dragon by Madge Miller: Oct 26 – Dec 10, 1971. John Murrey - Director
Indian Captive, the Story of Mary Jemison by Gertrude Breen: Feb 5 – Mar 4, 1972.
John Murrey - Director
The Changing Times of King Cornelius by William Lavender: Apr 22 – May 20, 1972.
John Murrey - Director
*Just So Stories by Aurand Harris: Aug 3-4, 1972. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
1972-1973
The Mystery of the Alhambra by Alfred W. Wheeler: Nov 4 – Dec 9, 1972. Thomas C.
Kartak - Director
The Adventures of Harlequin: Feb 3 – Mar 10, 1973. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
Beauty and the Beast by Frances Ellison & Jack Vaughn: Apr 24 – May 19, 1973. Thomas
C. Kartak - Director
^*Tarradiddle Tales & The Jar: Jul 16 – Aug 16, 1973, Tour of Metro Parks. Thomas C.
Kartak - Director
1973-1974
The Miracle Worker by William Gipson: Nov 3 - 16, 1973, Series B. Thomas C. Kartak Director
Jack and the Beanstalk: Jan 24 – Feb 9, 1974, Series A. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
Young Mozart by Charles Hull: Mar 16-30, 1974 @ NCT; Jun 30, 1974 @ Kennedy
Center, Series B. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
The Pied Piper of Hamelin by William Glennon: May 2-21, 1974, Series A. Thomas C.
Kartak – Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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^*The Marvelous Adventures of Tyl by Jonathan Levy: Jul 19, 1974 @ Centennial Park;
Jul 23 – Aug 8, 1974, on tour. Thomas C. Kartak & Robert L. Hardison - Directors
1974-1975
As You Like It by William Shakespeare: Nov 6-19, 1974, Series B. Thomas C. Kartak Director
Hansel and Gretel: Jan 13 – Feb 13, 1975, Series A. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
Animal Farm: Mar 5-19, 1975, Series B. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
The Wind in the Willows: Apr 28 – May 21, 1975, Series A. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
^*The Galapagos and the Lepus by Ken Lambert: aired 12/5/75 on WDCN; TV only.
Thomas C. Kartak - Director
1975-1976
The Diary of Anne Frank by Frances Goodrich & Albert Hackett: Oct 23 – Nov 7, 1975,
Series B. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
*The Plump Princess by Tom Tichenor: Nov 22 – Dec 13, 1975. Karla Brustad - Director
Tom Sawyer by Richard Stockton, Annette Leisten, & Sheldon Markham: Jan 12-31 ,
1976, Series A. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
*The Bald Soprano by Eugene Ionesco
Young Abe Lincoln by Richard N. Bernstein, John Allen, Victor Ziskin, & Joan Javits:
Mar 6, 1976, SETC in Memphis; Mar 11-26, 1976, NCT; Jun 25-27, 1976, War Memorial
Auditorium, Series B. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
*The Effects of Gamma Rays on Man in the Moon Marigolds by Paul Zindel.
Winnie-the-Pooh by Ken Lambert: Apr 19 – May 14, 1976, Series A. Thomas C. Kartak Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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^*Summer Parks Tour feat. Summertime Monster & The Struwwelpeter by Ken
Lambert: Jul 6-10, 1976. Ken Lambert - Director
^*Summer Parks Tour feat. Fonzie Goes to Nashville by Karla Brustad & In One Basket
by Carole Mansell: July 13-17, 1976. Karla Brustad & Carole Mansell - Directors
^*Summer Parks Tour feat. The Golden Bird by Ron Foreman: Jul 27-31, 1976. Ron
Foreman - Director
1976-1977
Our Family Trouble - The Legend of the Bell Witch by Audrey Campbell: Oct 25 – Dec
17, 1976, Series B. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
*Sylvia by Don Elwell: Dec 2-12, 1976, Rotary Theatre.
The Little Chimney Sweep by Eric Crozier & Benjamin Britten: Jan 10 – Feb 25, 1977,
Series A. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
*Dark of the Moon by Howard Richardson: Jan 27 – Feb 6, 1977. Ruth Sweet - Director
The Mikado by William Gilbert & Arthur Sullivan: March 8-30, 1977, Series B. Thomas C.
Kartak - Director
Pinocchio by Ken Lambert: April 18 – May 26, 1977, Series A. Thomas C. Kartak Director
The Mikado by William Gilbert & Arthur Sullivan: June 24 – July 28, 1977. Thomas C.
Kartak - Director
**Prayers from the Ark by Ken Lambert: Aug 3-12, 1977. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
1977-1978
1984: October 17-25, 1977, Series B. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
The Mummy Market by Ken Lambert: Nov 14 – Dec 17, 1977 & Jan 4-14, 1978, Series A.
Thomas C. Kartak - Director
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Ten Little Indians by Agatha Christie & Tom Kartak: Jan 30 – Feb 18, 1978, Series B.
Thomas C. Kartak - Director
*Once Upon a Mattress by Joy Thompson, Marshall Barer, Dean Fuller, & Mary Rodgers:
Feb 23-26, 1978, Peabody College Auditorium. Ruth Sweet - Director
Really Rosie by Maurice Sendak and Carole King: Mar 13 – Apr 28, 1978, Series A.
Thomas C. Kartak - Director
#Bananas by Southern Educational Theatre: May 1-20, 1978, Series B.
^Summer European Tour of Really Rosie & Prayers from the Ark: May – June, 1978;
Kennedy Center, May 12-13; Dundalk, May 25-28; Jun 15, Madrid. Thomas C. Kartak Director
*Sing a Song of Sixpence by Mary Stout, James Fitzpatrick, & cast: Aug 2-5, 1978. Mary
Stout - Director
1978-1979
The Rhymers: Oct 16 – Dec 15, 1978. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
The Innocents by William Archibald: Jan 8 – Feb 9, 1979. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
Cinderella by Tom Kartak: Feb 19 – Apr 11, 1979. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
Moby Dick - Rehearsed by Orson Welles: Apr 16-27, 1979. Thomas C. Kartak - Director
#Beans by Southern Educational Theatre: May 7-25, 1979.
*Caves, Cages, Condemnations feat. This Property is Condemned by Tennessee
Williams, The Cagebirds, & The Cave: May 31 – Jun 2, 1979. Paul Klapper - Director
(This Property is Condemned); Ruth Sweet - Director (The Cagebirds); Pam Marsocci &
Ken Lambert - Directors (The Cave)
*A Time for Tales: July 25 – Aug 4, 1979. Pam Marsocci, Paul Klapper, Ruth Sweet, &
John Murrey - Directors
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1979-1980
The Nearsighted Knight & Farsighted Dragon by Eleanor & Ray Harder: Oct 8 – Nov 21,
1979, Series A. Ken Lambert - Director
Inherit the Wind by Jerome Lawrence & Robert E. Lee: Nov 30 – Dec 18, 1979, Series B.
James Crabtree - Director
Androcles and the Lion: Jan 10 – Feb 7, 1980, Series B. James Crabtree - Director
The Adventures of Paddington Bear: Feb 18 – Apr 11, Series A. Robin Howarth - Director
Step on a Crack by Susan Zeder: Apr 21 – May 16, 1980, Series B. Tony Steblay - Director
1980-1981
The Tavern by George M. Cohan: Oct 3-18, 1980. Michael Walters - Director
Keep Your Noses Off the Ground by Pendulum Mime Company: Nov 10 – Dec 18, 1980.
Susan Chrietzberg - Director
Treasure Island by Timothy Mason: Jan 15 – Feb 13, 1981. Michael Walters - Director
The Emperor's New Clothes by Judith Baker Kase: Feb 23 – Apr 10, 1981. Michael
Walters - Director
The Boy Who Talked to Whales by Webster Smalley: Apr 17- May 15, 1981. Michael
Walters - Director
*The Lion Who Wouldn’t by Gifford W. Wingate & Allan J. Friedman: Jul 23-24, 1981.
John Murrey - Director
1981-1982
Dinner at Belmont by Kenneth Robbins: Oct 3 - Nov 13, 1981. Michael Walters - Director
The Arkansaw Bear by Aurand Harris: Jan 12 – Feb 19, 1982. John Murrey - Director
Jim Thorpe, All American: Mar 15 – Apr 9, 1982. Guy Keeton - Director
Beauty and the Beast by Warren Graves: Apr 19 – May 21, 1982. Guy Keeton - Director
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1982-1983
Alice in Wonderland by Charlotte Chorpenning Oct 18 – Dec 3, 1982. Guy Keeton Director
Dracula: Jan 17 – Feb 18, 1983. Guy Keeton – Director
**Rumpelstiltskin by Sherry Keeton, Teddy Giles, & Steve Wheaton: Mar 14 – Apr 15,
1983. Guy Keeton - Director
Wiley and the Hairy Man by Susan Zeder: Apr 25 – May 20, 1983. Guy Keeton - Director
1983-1984
Hansel and Gretel: Sep 26 – Nov 4, 1983, Series A. Guy Keeton - Director
The Miracle Worker by William Gibson: Nov 17 – Dec 9, 1983 & Jan 9-27, 1984, Series B.
Guy Keeton - Director
The Wind in the Willows by Moses Goldberg: Feb 20 – Mar 28, 1984, Series A. Guy
Keeton - Director
Tom Sawyer: Apr 16 – May 18, 1984, Series B. Guy Keeton - Director
1984-1985
Winnie the Pooh by Kristin Sergel: Oct 1 – Nov 9, 1984, Series A. Guy Keeton - Director
The Code Breaker by Pauline C. Conley: Nov 26 – Dec 7, 1984 & Jan 7-18, 1985, Series B.
Russ Bralley - Director
**Rapunzel and the Witch by Guy Keeton & Steve Wheaton: Feb 15 – Mar 22, 1985,
Series A. Guy Keeton - Director
The Ransom of Red Chief by Brian Kral: April 9 – May 3, 1985, Series B. Guy Keeton Director
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1985-1986
**The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe by Scot Copeland: Oct 7 – Nov 15, 1985,
Series A. Scot Copeland - Director
The Diary of Anne Frank by Frances Goodrich & Albert Hackett: Dec 2-13, 1985 & Jan 717, 1986, Series B. Scot Copeland - Director
OPQRS, Etc. by Madge Miller: Feb 10-28 & Mar 10-20, 1986, Series A. Scot Copeland Director
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight by Dennis Scott: Apr 14 – May 2, 1986, Series B. Alan
Brown - Director
*The Stingiest Man in the Whole Wide World: July 9-11, 1986.
*^**Col. Tom Tennessee’s Marvelous Medicine Show by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot
Copeland): July 21-29, 1986, Tour. Dan Brewer - Director
1986-1987
Robin Goodfellow by Aurand Harris: Sep 23 – Oct 17, 1986. Scot Copeland - Director
Cinderella by Charlotte Chorpenning: Oct 27 – Dec 19, 1986. Scot Copeland - Director
The Odyssey by Gregory A. Falls & Kurt Beattie: Feb 2-27, 1987. Scot Copeland - Director
Charlotte's Web by Joseph Robinette: Mar 23 – May 15, 1987. Alan Brown - Director
*The Hobbit: Jul 16, 1987. Martha Goodman - Director
1987-1988
Treasure Island by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot Copeland): Sep 28 – Oct 16, 1987. Scot
Copeland - Director
Tales from Hans Christian Anderson: Nov 2 – Dec 16, 1987. Tim McCormack - Director
Cinderella by Charlotte Chorpenning: Dec 18-21, 1987. Scot Copeland - Director
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*Two by Chekov feat. A Marriage Proposal & The Boor by Anton Chekov: Jan 21 & 22,
1988, Rotary Theatre. Scot Copeland - Director
Rags to Riches by Aurand Harris: Feb 8-27, 1988. Scot Copeland - Director
The Arkansaw Bear by Aurand Harris: Mar 21 – May 4, 1988. Scot Copeland - Director
*The Wind Hat: July 14-17, 1988. Martha Goodman - Director
1988-1989
Frankenstein by Nick DiMartino: Sep 12 – Oct 14, 1988, Discovery Series. Scot Copeland
- Director
#The Sword from the Dragon’s Tail by Wood ‘n’ String Puppet Co.: Oct 17-30, 1988,
Festival Theatre, Wonder Series
Pinocchio by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot Copeland): Oct 31 – Dec 16, 1988, Enchantment
Series. Scot Copeland - Director
Mother Hicks by Susan Zeder: Jan 16 – Feb 3, 1989, Discovery Series. Scot Copeland Director
Aladdin by Moses Goldberg: Feb 13-26, 1989, Festival Theatre; Spring ‘89, Tour, Wonder
Series.
Wiley and the Hairy Man by Susan Zeder: Mar 28 – May 12, 1989, Enchantment Series.
Roger Bedard (Director)
*The Spider Story: Jul 11-15, 1989. Martha Goodman - Director
Androcles and the Lion by Aurand Harris: June 20 & 23, 1989, Special presentation for
Nashville Institute for the Arts. Scot Copeland – Director
1989-1990
Jungalbook by Edward Mast: Sep 18 – Oct 6, 1989, Discovery Series. Scot Copeland Director
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Puss in Boots by Max Bush: Oct 23 – Dec 15, 1989, Wonder & Enchantment Series. Scot
Copeland - Director
Peter the Postman by Torben Jetsmark: Jan 22 – Feb 9, 1990, Festival Theatre, Wonder
Series. Teddy Giles - Director
Steal Away Home by Aurand Harris: Feb 12 – Mar 3 & Mar 9, 1990, Discovery Series.
Scot Copeland - Director
Androcles and the Lion by Aurand Harris: Mar 19- May 4, 1990, Enchantment Series.
Scot Copeland - Director
1990-1991
The Nightingale by John Urquhart & Rita Grossberg: Sep 10-28, 1990, Cooney
Playhouse; Sep 29, 1990, Bellevue Center. Teddy Giles - Director
An Adventure of Sherlock Holmes by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot Copeland): Oct 8-26,
1990. Scot Copeland - Director
Rapunzel by Max Bush: Nov 12, 1990 – Jan 18, 1991. Scot Copeland - Director
Most Valuable Player by Mary Hall Surface: Feb 11 – Mar 1, 1991. Scot Copeland Director
#The Mask Man by Faustwork Mask Theatre: Mar 4-10, 1991. Robert Faust - Director
#A Trash Tale by Michael Frith & Henry Cory: Mar 4-22, 1991, Cooney Playhouse.
Michael Frith & Henry Cory - Directors
Brave Little Tailor by Aurand Harris: Mar 25 – May 10, 1991. Dan Brewer - Director
**Rumpelstiltskin by Moses Goldberg (summer workshop): June 18-21, 1991. Teddy
Giles - Director
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1991-1992
The Tempest by William Shakespeare: Sep 22 – Oct 11, 1991, Discovery Series. Scot
Copeland - Director
**Rumpelstiltskin by Moses Goldberg: Oct 14 – Nov 3, 1991, Cooney Playhouse,
Wonder Series. Teddy Giles - Director
Hansel and Gretel by Max Bush: Nov 10 – Dec 17, 1991 & Jan 7-16, 1992, Enchantment
Series. Scot Copeland - Director
**The Emerald Circle by Max Bush: Feb 3-20, 1992, Discovery Series. Scot Copeland Director
Fool of the World by John Urquhart: Feb 24 – Mar 15, 1992, Cooney Playhouse, Wonder
Series. Teddy Giles – Director
OPQRS, Etc. by Madge Miller: Mar 23 – May 8, 1992, Enchantment Series. Scot
Copeland - Director
*The Pushcart War: Jul 9, 1992, Bellevue Center Mall; Jul 14-24, 1992, Cooney
Playhouse. Scot Copeland - Director
1992-1993
**Emperor's New Clothes by Teddy Giles, Steve Wheaton, & Steve Garfinkle Sep 21 –
Oct 16, 1992, Cooney Playhouse. Teddy Giles - Director
Cinderella by Charlotte Chorpenning: Nov 2 – Dec 16, 1992. Scot Copeland - Director
A Woman Called Truth by Sandra Fenichel Asher: Jan 18 – Feb 5, 1993. Scot Copeland Director
Tarheel Tales by Tom Behm: Feb 14 – Mar 12, 1993, Cooney Playhouse. Teddy Giles Director
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The Reluctant Dragon by Mary Hall Surface: Mar 29 – May 26, 1993. Scot Copeland Director
Aladdin by Moses Goldberg: Summer 1993. Scot Copeland & Teddy Giles - Directors
1993-1994
**The Prince and the Pauper by Aurand Harris & Steve Wheaton: Sep 27 – Nov 12,
1993. Scot Copeland - Director
Aladdin by Moses Goldberg: Nov 15 – Dec 7, 1993, Cooney Playhouse. Scot Copeland &
Teddy Giles - Directors
Cinderella by Charlotte Chorpenning: Dec 11-16, 1993. Scot Copeland - Director
**...and the Tide Shall Cover the Earth by Norma Cole: Jan 18 – Feb 4, 1994. Scot
Copeland - Director
Reasons to be Cheerful by Judith Martin & Donald Ashwander: Feb 14 – Mar 4, 1994,
Cooney Playhouse. Teddy Giles - Director
The Ransom of Red Chief by Brian Kral: Mar 14-25, Apr 4-22, & May 9-20, 1994. Scot
Copeland - Director
Anne of Green Gables by R.N. Sandberg: Spring/Summer, 1994, TPAC. René Dunshee
Copeland - Director
1994-1995
Peter Rabbit and Me by Aurand Harris: Sep 19 – Oct 14, 1994, Cooney Playhouse.
Teddy Giles - Director
... and the Tide Shall Cover the Earth by Norma Cole: Oct 5-14, 1994, TPAC. Scot
Copeland - Director
**The Boy Who Left Home to Find Out About the Shivers by Max Bush: Oct 31 – Dec 14,
1994. Scot Copeland - Director
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Ramayana by Edward Mast: Jan 16 – Feb 3, 1995. Scot Copeland - Director
Androcles and the Lion by Aurand Harris: Feb 13 – Mar 3, 1995, Cooney Playhouse. Scot
Copeland - Director
The Wind in the Willows by Derrick Blevins, Arthur Sullivan, W.S. Gilbert, & Steve
Wheaton: Mar 20 – May 12, 1995. René Dunshee Copeland - Director
1995-1996
Everybody, Everybody by Judith Martin & Donald Ashwander: Sep 25 - Oct 13, 1995,
Cooney Playhouse. Teddy Giles - Director
Bambi: A Life in the Woods by James DeVita: Oct 30 – Dec 15, 1995. Scot Copeland Director
Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson & Stephanie Tolan: Jan 22 – Feb 23, 1996.
Scot Copeland - Director
Col. Tom Tennessee's Marvelous Medicine Show by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot Copeland):
Feb 12 – Mar 3, 1996, Cooney Playhouse. Scot Copeland - Director
Charlotte's Web by Joseph Robinette: Mar 18-29 & Apr 8 - May 10, 1996. Teddy Giles Director
The Reluctant Dragon by Mary Hall Surface: Apr. 23 & 24, 1996, HOT Tour. Scot
Copeland - Director
1996-1997
Goldilocks and the 3 Bears by Pamela Mode: Sep 16 – Oct 4, 1996, Cooney Playhouse.
Teddy Giles - Director
The Odyssey by Gregory A. Falls & Kurt Beattie: Oct 14-25, 1996. Scot Copeland Director
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Pinocchio by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot Copeland) & Steve Wheaton: Nov 11 – Dec 18,
1996 & Jan 7-17, 1997, NCT; Feb 12 – Apr 23 1997, HOT Tour. Scot Copeland - Director
Selkie by Laurie Brooks Gollobin: Feb 3-21, 1997. Scot Copeland - Director
Nightingale by John Urquhart & Rita Grossberg: March 3-21, 1997, Cooney Playhouse.
Teddy Giles - Director
Robin Goodfellow by Aurand Harris: Mar 31 – May 9, 1997. Scot Copeland - Director
1997-1998
I Won't Take a Bath by Judith Martin & Donald Ashwander: Sep 15 – Oct 3, 1997,
Cooney Playhouse. Teddy Giles - Director
The Wind in the Willows by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot Copeland), Arthur Sullivan, W.S.
Gilbert, & Steve Wheaton: Oct 14-23, 1997 & Feb 4-13, 1998, Tour; Oct 18 & 19, 1997,
NCT. Scot Copeland - Director
A Little House Christmas by James DeVita: Nov 10 – Dec 18, 1997. Scot Copeland Director
Anne of Green Gables by R.N. Sandburg: Jan 19 – Feb 10, 1998. René Dunshee
Copeland - Director
Just So Stories by Aurand Harris & Rinaldo Capillupo: Mar 2-31 & Apr 18-19, 1998,
Cooney Playhouse; Apr 1-8, Tour. Teddy Giles - Director
The Hobbit by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot Copeland): Mar 23 – Apr 10 & Apr 27 – May 15,
1998. Scot Copeland - Director
1998-1999
The Hat by Brian Way: Sep 21 – Oct 9, 1998, Cooney Playhouse. Teddy Giles - Director
Moby Dick by Mark Rosenwinkel: Oct 19-31, 1998. Scot Copeland - Director
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**The Match Girl's Gift by Laurie Brooks Gollobin: Nov 16 – Dec 16, 1998. Scot
Copeland - Director
Most Valuable Player by Mary Hall Surface: Jan 19 – Feb 5, 1999. Scot Copeland Director
In My Grandmother's Purse by Eric Bass: Feb 8-26, 1999, Cooney Playhouse; Tour dates
unclear. Ted Giles - Director
^The Hobbit by Harvey O. Plodder (Scot Copeland): Feb 18 – Mar 5, Tour. Scot Copeland
- Director
Jungalbook by Edward Mast: Apr 12 – May 14, 1999. Scot Copeland - Director
1999-2000
Jack and the Wonderbeans by Larry Snipes: Sep 13 – Oct 1, 1999, Cooney Playhouse;
Apr 10 – May 19, 2000, Tour. Scot Copeland - Director
A Wrinkle in Time by Mark Cabus: Oct 11-23, 1999. Scot Copeland - Director
Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day by Judith Viorst & Shelly
Markham: Nov 8 – Dec 15, 1999, Hill Theatre; Jan 23-28, 2000, Tour. René Dunshee
Copeland - Director
And Then They Came for Me: Remembering the World of Anne Frank by James Still: Jan
24 – Feb 5, 2000. Scot Copeland - Director
The Reluctant Dragon by Mary Hall Surface: Feb 21 – Mar 24, 2000. Scot Copeland Director
Devon's Hurt by Laurie Brooks Gollobin: Apr 24 – May 14, 2000, Cooney Playhouse. Scot
Copeland - Director
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2000-2001
Trickster Tales by Ric Averill: Sep 18 – Oct 8, 2000, Cooney Playhouse; Apr 23 – May 18,
2001, Tour. Scot Copeland - Director
#Nashville Ballet's Dracula by Paul Vasterling & Bohuslav Martinu: Oct 19-31, 2000.
Paul Vasterling - Director
Rapunzel by Max Bush: Nov 13 – Dec 16, 2000. Scot Copeland - Director
Little Women by Paulette Laufer: Jan 22 – Feb 3, 2001. René Dunshee Copeland Director
Sing Down the Moon by Mary Hall Surface & David Maddox: Feb 19 – Mar 16, 2001; Sep
22-23, 2001, TPAC. Scot Copeland - Director
Winnie-the-Pooh by le Clanché du Rand, Allan J. Friedman, & Kristin Sergel: Apr 9 – May
19, 2001, Cooney Playhouse. Scot Copeland - Director
2001-2002
Androcles and the Lion by Aurand Harris: Sep 24 – Oct 7, 2001, Cooney Playhouse; Oct
8-26, Tour. Scot Copeland - Director
Gatherings in Graveyards by Robert Gibby Brand, Jeff Church, George L. Forbes, Cynthia
Levin, David Saphier, Cheryl Weaver, & Jonathan E. Young: Oct 15-28, 2001. René
Dunshee Copeland - Director
Beauty and the Beast by Scot Copeland: Nov 12 – Dec 19, 2001. Scot Copeland Director
Franklin's Apprentice by Laurie Brooks: Jan 22 – Feb 3, 2002. Scot Copeland - Director
Mufaro's Beautiful Daughters by Karen Abbott: Feb 18 – Mar 16, 2002, Cooney
Playhouse. Stella Reed Patterson - Director
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The Fisherman and His Wife by Larry & Vivian Snipes: Apr 8-28, 2002, Cooney
Playhouse; Apr 22-28, Tour. Scot Copeland - Director
The Arkansaw Bear by Aurand Harris: Apr 22 – May 10, 2002. Scot Copeland - Director
2002-2003
The House at Pooh Corner by Bettye Knapp: Sep 16 – Oct 11, 2002, Cooney Playhouse.
Scot Copeland - Director
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight by Dennis Scott: Oct 21-27, 2002. Scot Copeland Director
Charlotte's Web by Joseph Robinette: Nov 25 – Dec 15, 2002 & Jan 13-24, 2003. René
Dunshee Copeland - Director
Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson, Stephanie Tolan, & Steve Liebman (Feb 10 –
Mar 7, 2003. Scot Copeland - Director
Lilly's Purple Plastic Purse by Kevin Kling: Apr 7 – May 9, 2003. Scot Copeland - Director
2003-2004
Little Red Riding Hood and The Three Little Pigs by Moses Goldberg & Ewel Cornett:
Sep 22 – Oct 5, 2003, Cooney Playhouse; Oct 6-24, 2003, Tour. Moses Goldberg Director
A Laura Ingalls Wilder Christmas by Laurie Brooks: Nov 10 – Dec 13, 2003. Scot
Copeland - Director
Treasure Island by Scot Copeland: Jan 20-31, 2004. Scot Copeland - Director
**Before the People Came by jeff obafemi carr: Feb 16 – Mar 6, 2004, Cooney
Playhouse; partnership with Amun Ra Theatre. jeff obafemi carr - Director
The Wrestling Season by Laurie Brooks: Apr 16 – May 1, 2004, Cooney Playhouse;
partnership with Mockingbird Public Theatre. René Dunshee Copeland - Director
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The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by Ken Ludwig & Don Schlitz: Apr 19 – May 14, 2004.
Scot Copeland - Director
2004-2005
**Puss in Boots by Moses Goldberg & Paul Carrol Binkley: Sep 21 – Oct 12, 2004,
Cooney Playhouse; Tour Oct 13-22, 2004. Moses Goldberg - Director
Alexander, Who's Not Not Not Not Not Not Going to Move by Judith Viorst & Shelly
Markham: Nov 15 – Dec 18, 2004. Scot Copeland - Director
**Jack's Tale by Scot Copeland & Paul Carrol Binkley: Jan 24 – Feb 13, 2005, Cooney
Playhouse. Scot Copeland - Director
The Tempest by William Shakespeare: Feb 28 -Mar 18, 2005. Julee Baber - Director
Bambi: A Life in the Woods by James DeVita: Apr 25 – May 13, 2005. Scot Copeland Director
2005-2006
Holes by Louis Sachar: Oct 4-29, 2005. Scot Copeland - Director
Seussical: The Musical by Lynn Ahrens & Stephen Flaherty: Nov 14, 2005 – Jan 15, 2006.
Scot Copeland - Director
A Woman Called Truth by Sandra Fenichel Asher: Jan 31 – Feb 19, 2006. Julee Baber Director
The Wind in the Willows by Scot Copeland, Arthur S. Sullivan, W.S. Gilbert, & Paul Carrol
Binkley: Mar 7 – Apr 9, 2006. Scot Copeland – Director
*The Crucible by Arthur Miller: Summer, 2006. Julee Baber - Director
2006-2007
The Shakespeare Stealer by Gary L. Blackwood: Oct 10-28, 2006. Scot Copeland Director
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Schoolhouse Rock Live! by Scott Ferguson, George Keating, Kyle Hall, Lynn Ahrens, Bob
Dorough, Dave Frishberg, Kathy Mandry, George Newall, & Tom Yohe: Nov 14, 2006 –
Jan 14, 2007. Julee Baber - Director
Einstein is a Dummy by Karen Zacarias & Debbie Wicks la Puma: Jan 30 – Feb 18, 2007.
Scot Copeland - Director
Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing by Bruce Mason: Mar 6 – Apr 7, 2007. Scot Copeland Director
*The Rememberer by Steven Dietz: Summer, 2007. Julee Baber - Director
2007-2008
The Witch of Blackbird Pond by Y York: Oct 4-27, 2007, Belmont University Troutt
Theater. Scot Copeland & Julee Baber - Directors
Junie B. Jones and a Little Monkey Business by Joan Cushing: Dec 1, 2007 – Feb 1, 2008.
Scot Copeland - Director
Most Valuable Player by Mary Hall Surface: Feb 12-26, 2008. Scot Copeland - Director
Go, Dog. Go! by Allison Gregory & Steven Dietz: Mar 11 – Apr 6 & Jun 6 – Jul 18, 2008.
Julee Baber - Director
The Reluctant Dragon by Mary Hall Surface: Apr 22 – May 12, 2008 & Jun 6 – Jul 18.
Scot Copeland - Director
2008-2009
Frankenstein by Nick DiMartino: Oct 10 – Nov 1, 2008. Scot Copeland - Director
Charlie and the Chocolate Factory by Richard R. George: Nov 18, 2008 – Jan 20, 2009.
Julee Baber-Brooks - Director
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The Giver by Eric Coble: Feb 6-21, 2009. Scot Copeland - Director
Lilly's Purple Plastic Purse by Kevin Kling: Mar 10 – Apr 9 & Jun 5-27, 2009. Scot
Copeland - Director
Still Life with Iris by Steven Dietz: Apr 28 – May 17, 2009. Scot Copeland - Director
The Fisherman and His Wife by Larry & Vivian Snipes: Jun 6-27, 2009. Scot Copeland Director
2009-2010
The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by Ken Ludwig & Don Schlitz: Sep 22 – Oct 11, 2009.
Scot Copeland - Director
Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day by Judith Viorst & Shelly
Markham: Oct 27, 2009 – Jan 3, 2010. Scot Copeland - Director
The Diary of Anne Frank by Frances Goodrich & Albert Hackett: Jan 19 – Feb 7, 2010.
Scot Copeland - Director
Miss Nelson is Missing! by Joan Cushing: Feb 23 – Mar 28 & Jun 4-26, 2010. Julee
Baber-Brooks - Director
Charlotte's Web by Joseph Robinette: Apr 13 – May 16, 2010 & Jun 4-26. Scot Copeland
- Director
2010-2011
Bud, Not Buddy by Reginald Andre Jackson: Sep 28 – Oct 17, 2010. Scot Copeland Director
Seussical: The Musical by Lynn Ahrens & Stephen Flaherty: Nov 2 – Dec 19, 2010. Scot
Copeland - Director
Jason and the Golden Fleece by John Olive: Jan 18 – Feb 6, 2011. Scot Copeland Director
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Goodnight Moon by Chad Henry: Feb 22 – Apr 3, 2011. Scot Copeland - Director
Robin Goodfellow by Aurand Harris: Apr 19 – May 22, 2011. Scot Copeland - Director
Jack's Tale by Scot Copeland & Paul Carrol Binkley: Jun 10-26, 2011. Scot Copeland Director
*Once Upon a Mattress by Mary Rodgers, Marshall Barer, Jay Thompson, & Dean Fuller
July 29-30, 2011. Alicia Fuss - Director
2011-2012
Holes by Louis Sachar: Sep 20 – Oct 16, 2011. Scot Copeland - Director
Junie B. in Jingle Bells, Batman Smells! by Allison Gregory: Nov 1 – Dec 18, 2011. Peter
Vann - Director
The Watsons Go to Birmingham – 1963 by Reginald Andre Jackson: Jan 17 – Feb 12,
2012. Scot Copeland - Director
La Belle et la Bette by Scot Copeland: Feb 28 – Mar 18, 2012. Scot Copeland - Director
Click Clack Moo: Cows That Type by James E. Grote & George Howe: Apr 3 – May 13,
2012. Scot Copeland - Director
*Avenue Q: High School Edition by Jeff Whitty, Jeff Marx, & Robert Lopez: July 2012.
Alicia Fuss - Director
2012-2013
Sherlock Holmes: The Final Adventure by Steven Dietz: Sep 13 – Oct 7, 2012. Scot
Copeland - Director
You're A Good Man, Charlie Brown by Clark Gesner, Michael Mayer, & Andrew Lippa:
Nov 1 – Dec 23, 2012. Scot Copeland - Director
Don't Tell Me I Can't Fly by Y York: Jan 24 – Feb 10, 2013. Scot Copeland - Director
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The Wind in the Willows by Scot Copeland & Paul Carrol Binkley: Feb 28 – Mar 24, 2013.
Scot Copeland - Director
Go, Dog, Go! by Allison Gregory & Steven Dietz: Apr 11 – May 19, 2013. Peter Vann Director
*Thoroughly Modern Millie by Dick Scanlan, Richard Morris, Jeanine Tesori, & Doug
Besterman: Jul 26-27, 2013. Alicia Fuss - Director
2013-2014
A Wrinkle in Time by John Glore: Sep 12 – Oct 6, 2013. Scot Copeland - Director
Schoolhouse Rock Live! by Scott Ferguson, Kyle Hall, George Keating, Tom Yohe, Lynn
Ahrens, Bob Dorough, Dave Frishberg, Kathy Mandry, & George Newall: Oct 24 – Dec 1,
2013. Scot Copeland - Director
Lilly's Purple Plastic Purse by Kevin Kling: Jan 16 – Feb 2, 2014. Scot Copeland - Director
Number the Stars by Dr. Douglas W. Larche: Feb 20 – Mar 9, 2014. Scot Copeland Director
Lyle the Crocodile by Kevin Kling: Apr 10 – May 11, 2014. Scot Copeland - Director
*Disney’s Alice in Wonderland Jr. by David Simpatico & Bryan Louiselle: Jun 20-21,
2014, Ensworth High School. Catherine Birdsong - Director
*Godspell by Stephen Schwartz & John-Michael Tebelak: Aug 1-2, 2014. Alicia Fuss Director
2014-2015
The Outsiders by Christopher Sergel: Sep 18 – Oct 5, 2014. Jeff Church - Director
Roald Dahl's James and the Giant Peach by Benj Pasek, Justin Pau, & Timothy Allen
McDonald: Nov 6 – Dec 14, 2014. Scot Copeland - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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Elephant & Piggie's We Are In A Play! by Mo Willems & Deborah Wicks La Puma: Jan 15
– Feb 8, 2015. Scot Copeland - Director
Jack's Tale - A Mythic Mountain Musical by Scot Copeland & Paul Carrol Binkley: Feb
14-15 , 2015, Kennedy Center; Feb 19 – Mar 8, 2015, NCT. Scot Copeland - Director
Dr. Seuss's The Cat in the Hat by Katie Mitchell: Apr 9 – May 17, 2015. Scot Copeland Director
*Annie Jr. by Charles Strouse, Martin Charmin, & Thomas Meehan: Jun 19-20, 2015,
Ensworth High School. Shawn Knight - Director
*Legally Blonde by Heather Hach, Laurence O’Keefe, & Nell Benjamin: Jul 31 – Aug 2,
2015. Alicia Fuss - Director
2015-2016
Einstein is a Dummy by Karen Zacarias & Deborah Wicks La Puma: Sep 17 – Oct 4, 2015.
Scot Copeland - Director
Charlotte's Web by Joseph Robinette: Oct 29 – Dec 6, 2015. Scot Copeland - Director
Cinderella by Scot Copeland: Jan 14 – Feb 7, 2016. Scot Copeland - Director
Rosa Parks and the Montgomery Bus Boycott by Sue Greenberg: Feb 25 – Mar 13,
2016. Jon Royal - Director
A Year with Frog and Toad by Willie & Robert Reale: Apr 14 – May 15, 2016. Shawn
Knight - Director
*Disney’s Aladdin Jr. by Jim Luigs & Bryan Louiselle: Jun 24-25, 2016, Ensworth High
School. Shawn Knight - Director
*Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat by Tim Rice & Andrew Lloyd Webber:
Jul 29-31, 2016. Alicia Fuss - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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2016-2017
Afflicted: Daughters of Salem by Laurie Brooks: Sep 15 – Oct 2, 2016. Alicia Fuss Director
Junie B. Jones Is Not A Crook by Allison Gregory: Oct 27 – Dec 4, 2016. Shawn Knight Director
Cinderella by Scot Copeland: Dec 15-22, 2016. Dan Brewer - Stage Manger/Remounting
Director
Treasure Island by Scot Copeland: Jan 19 – Feb 5, 2017. Samuel Whited - Director
And in This Corner: Cassius Clay by Idris Goodwin: Feb 23 – Mar 12, 2017. Jon Royal Director
Goodnight Moon by Chad Henry: Apr 13 – May 14, 2017. Dan Brewer - Stage
Manager/Remounting Director
*James and the Giant Peach Jr. by Benj Pasek, Justin Paul, & Timothy Allen McDonald:
Jun 23-24, 2017, Ensworth High School. Shawn Knight - Director
*The Drowsy Chaperone by Lisa Lambert, Greg Morrison, Bob Martin, & Don McKellar:
Jul 28-30, 2017. Alicia Fuss - Director
2017-2018
The Hundred Dresses by Eleanor Estes: Sep 14 – Oct 3, 2017. Ernie Nolan - Director
Mr. Popper's Penguins by Robert Kauzlaric & George Howe: Oct 26 – Dec 3, 2017. Ernie
Nolan - Director
Cinderella by Scot Copeland: Dec 14-21, 2017. Dan Brewer - Stage Manager/
Remounting Director
The Snowy Day and Other Stories By Ezra Jack Keats by Jerome Hairston: Jan 18 – Feb
11, 2018. Alicia Lark Fuss - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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Mockingbird by Julie Jensen: Mar 1-18, 2018. Ernie Nolan - Director
Dragons Love Tacos by Ernie Nolan: Apr 12 – May 13, 2018. Ernie Nolan - Director
*Disney’s High School Musical Jr. by David Simpatico, Bryan Louiselle, et al.: Jun 22-23,
2018, Ensworth High School. Shawn Knight - Director
*The Music Man by Franklin Lacey & Meredith Willson: Jul 27-29, 2018. Alicia Lark Fuss
- Director
2018-2019
**Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star by Ernie Nolan: Aug 11 – Sep 9, 2018. Ernie Nolan Director
Tuck Everlasting by Claudia Shear, Tim Federle, & Nathan Tysen: Sep 13 – Oct 7, 2018,
NCT; Jul 17, 2019, Belmont University for TN Arts Academy. Ernie Nolan - Director
Disney's The Little Mermaid by Alan Menken, Howard Ashman, Glenn Slater, & Doug
Wright: Nov 8 – Dec 23, 2018. Ernie Nolan – Director
**Ghost by Idris Goodwin: Jan 17 – Feb 3, 2019, NCT; May 9, 2019, TYA/USA National
Festival in Atlanta, GA. Jon Royal - Director
The Very Hungry Caterpillar Show by Jonathan Rockefeller: Feb 21 – Apr 7, 2019. Ernie
Nolan - Director
Tomás and the Library Lady by José Cruz González: Apr 25 – May 19, 2019. Alicia Lark
Fuss - Director
^Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star by Ernie Nolan: Jun 14 – Aug 4, 2019, David Lipscomb
University. Ernie Nolan - Director
*Disney’s Frozen Jr. by Kristen Anderson-Lopez, Robert Lopez, & Jennifer Lee: Jun 21-22,
2019, Ensworth High School. Shawn Knight - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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*Songs for a New World by Jason Robert Brown: July 26-28, 2019. Alicia Lark Fuss Director
2019-2020
**The Itsy Bitsy Spider by Ernie Nolan: Aug 10 – Oct 27, 2019. Cast: Ernie Nolan Director
**Return to Sender by Marisela Treviño Orta: Oct 10-27, 2019. Crystal Manich - Director
**Auntie Claus by Marcy Heisler & Zina Goldrich: Nov 14 – Dec 29, 2019. Ernie Nolan Director
Secret Soldiers: Civil War Heroines in Disguise by Wendy Lement: Jan 16 – Feb 2, 2020.
Ernie Nolan - Director
Hans Christian Andersen by Frank Loesser & Timothy Allen McDonald: Feb 20 – Mar 13,
2020. Rosemary Newcott – Director
The Teddy Bears’ Picnic by Ernie Nolan: Mar 7 – (May 24, 2020 scheduled; closed Mar
15, 2020 due to Covid-19). Ernie Nolan - Director

* - student production, not part of the main season ^ - other show not part of the main season
** - world premiere
# - a production by an outside group as part of the main season
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Appendix D: List of NCT/NAT Board Chairs
The Presidents/Chairs of the Children’s Theatre are listed below in chronological order.
The years listed here are seasons (or fiscal years), denoted by the year in which the season
ended; for instance, the initial 1931-1932 season is indicated here as 1932. Chairs who only
served part of a season are followed by the note “(partial term)”. A social convention adhered
to by many Chairs was to formally go by their husband’s full name under certain circumstances,
such as when they are referenced in newspaper articles or Board minutes. For clarity, Chairs are
listed here first under their own name, followed by any formal name(s) under which they might
be also known; if a proper name could not be found, only the formal name is listed.
1932 – Eleanor Bradford

1942 – Elizabeth Sanders

(Mrs. J.C. Bradford II)

(Mrs. Harris H. Sanders)

1933 – Cornelia Parkes Byrnes

1943 – Milbery Luton (Mrs. Frank Luton)

(Mrs. Joseph W. Byrnes Jr.)
1934 & 1935 – Jane Tompkins Rankin
(Mrs. B. Kirk Rankin, Mrs. Sinclair Weeks)
1936 – Jane Carey Folk
(Mrs. Robert M. Thomas)
1937 – Varina Frazer (Mrs. Eugene Frazer)
1938 & ‘39 – Eleanor “Hank” Hankins Fort
(Mrs. Walter Fort)
1940 & ’41 – Barbour Howe Pilcher
(Mrs. Cobb Pilcher)

1944 – Ann Billings
(Mrs. F. Tremaine Billings)
1945 – Jeanette Warner
(Mrs. Robert Warner)
1946 – Florence Cheek (Mrs. Roland Lamb)
1947 – Frances Herbert Greener
(Mrs. John Greener)
1948 & ’49 – Ann Hart
(Mrs. F. Donald Hart)

238
1950 & ’51 – Irene Marshall

1968 & ’69 – Mary Bryan

(Mrs. Courtney Marshall)

(Mrs. O. Nelson Bryan Jr. )

1952 – Patricia Gayden

1970 – Jane Ferguson (Mrs. John Ferguson)

(Mrs. Hamilton Gayden) (partial term)

(partial term)

1952 – Beverly Therrell

1970 – Lucy Voorhees

(Mrs. Joe Therrell) (partial term)

(Mrs. Edward Van Voorhees) (partial term)

1953 & ’54 – Mary Robinson (Mary

1971 & ’72 – Lucy Voorhees

Washington Holley, Mrs. Nelson Robinson)

(Mrs. Edward Van Voorhees)

1955 & ’56 – Genevieve Farris

1973 & ’74 – Jeanne Miller

(Mrs. Frank Farris Jr)

(Mrs. William F. Miller)

1957 & ’58 – Ann Stahlman Hill

1975 & ’76 – Dickie Farrar

(Mrs. George de R. Hill)

(Mrs. Moulton Farrar III)

1959 & ’60 – Betty F. Wilkinson

1977 & ’78 – Elinor McIlwaine

(Mrs. Erle E. Wilkinson)

(Mrs. James R. McIlwaine)

1961 – Mary Ellen Lackey (Mrs. J.G. Lackey)

1979 & ’80 – Patricia McPherson

1962 & ’63 – Ida Cooney

(Mrs. Clifton E. McPherson Jr.)

(Mrs. John Cooney)

1981 – Pat Estes (Mrs. Horace Estes)

1964 & ’65 – Bettye Abernathy

1982 & ’83 – Ann McDowell

(Mrs. John M. Abernathy)

(Mrs. Stephen McDowell)

1966 & ’67 – Carol Stevens

1984 & ’85 – Rosemary Burdeshaw

(Mrs. Hugh Stevens)

(Mrs. Charles Burdeshaw)
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1986 – Could not be determined*

2000 – William Barton III

1987 & ’88 – Debbi Sanders

2001 – Jon Glassmyer

(Mrs. Harry Sanders)
1989 – Marti Rosenberg
1990 – William Dudley
1991 – Pete Stringer
1992 – Jim Ward
1993 – Helen Brown
1994 – Jon Lehman
1995 – Chris Chamberlain
1996 – Sam Stumpf
1997 – Pat McGee
1998 – Michael Simon

2002 – Carolyn Scheider
2003 & ’04 – Paul Myers
2005 & ’06 – Monica Flynn Urness
2007 & ’08 – Tammy Johnston
2009 & ’10 – Chris W. Green
2011 & ’12 – Todd Presnell
2013 & ’14 – Winston Harless
2015 & ’16 – Trayte Peters
2017 & ’18 – Jamie Eskind
2019 & ’20 – Emily Slattery
2021 – Perri duGard Owens

1999 – Cindy Steine
*For the 1985/1986 season, no company records could be located which indicated an
elected Chair for the year. There is no mention of a Chair in local media, there is nobody listed
on a plaque containing names of past Chairs, and various interviewees either couldn’t recall who
was Chair or felt that the Board was largely run by committee that year. Future research will
continue to inquire deeper about this situation.

